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Prologue 


The novel depicts a matriarchal society where men are used just for work and are 
deemed as mere sources of seed to beget daughters. But technology will soon make it 
possible to conceive only females, and machines would do all the work that males do. 
Many women wonder if it’s time to take the leap towards a New Humanity. 


However, someone comes from the future seeking answers, with even more intriguing 
questions. Where did this society come from? Why do they know nothing about their 
origins? What happened to the Old Humanity? 


Mysteries will unfold in succession, and just when things seem to be clearing up, new, 
even deeper questions will arise. Finally, to understand what has happened, another 
journey through time will be necessary, back to the very dawn of Humanity. The 
explanation will be completely unexpected and will surprise many. 


Lavidia 


The Park 


“Mommy, how would the world be if men weren’t so silly?” 


Lavidia watched her brother’s foolish behaviour as he played with other boys in that 
park. The mother pondered the question for a moment, and after seeing her son get hit 
by a stone, she said, walking towards him: 


“The world would be much worse, sweetheart. If men had our abilities, humanity would 
be engaged in constant wars, and cruelty and oppression would spread everywhere.” 


The mother separated the two fighting boys and comforted her crying child who now 
sat on her lap, while she used a handkerchief to clean the blood that was beginning to 
ooze from a budding bump. The daughter continued: 


“But, mommy, we wouldn’t allow that, right? We wouldn’t let them ruin everything.” 


“No, of course not, Lavi. That would only happen if, in addition to being as intelligent 
as we are, they were also stronger.” 


“But would society have survived in such a world?” 


“Hardly,” the mother replied. “And if it did,” she continued, “it would be a world of 
straight lines, full of useless grand constructions made to demonstrate their power, 
with wasted spaces...” 


“And much uglier!” the daughter added. 


“Certainly. But you know what? The worst part wouldn’t be that Lavi. The worst part 
would be that they would be the benchmark, and we would spend our lives sighing to 
do what they do.” 


The daughter hesitated for a moment and said: 


“What nonsense! I would never waste my time playing silly games like chasing a ball, 
or...,” she looked to her right, “or competing with other girls to see...,” she laughed, 
watching what a couple of boys were doing beyond, “competing to see who has the 
biggest breasts.” 


The mother smiled as well and said: 


“You would, Lavi, you would. Deep down, we’re a bit silly too, and we let ourselves be 
carried away. I assure you that if men ruled the world, we would even give up having 
daughters just to be like them because we would want to do the same things they do.” 


“Give up motherhood?” the girl widened her eyes and put on a look of total disbelief 
while trying to imagine such a horrible world. 


Lavidia had just turned fifteen and was eager to become a mother. Although, in fact, 
she could have been one much earlier, as she had started menstruating at thirteen. But 
the law prohibited having daughters so soon. 


Moreover, she had already chosen the one who would be the father of her children, 
who, as it could not be otherwise, would be Batro, the brother of her best friend, 
Bashia. The boy was already 16 and was not as brutish as the rest of his peers despite 


having high levels of testosterone. Well, she wasn’t certain about the latter, but 
everything seemed to indicate it, as the boy was always ‘touching himself.’ 


In addition, there was another significant advantage to that boy, and it was that he was 
a redhead, just like her. It wasn’t clear how a redhead could be born in Lavidia’s family, 
since none of her parents nor any of her sisters had red hair. On Batro’s side, it was 
more evident, as the boy’s father did have red hair, although not his mother. Since the 
gene that produces reddish hair is a result of a mutation in the DNA sequence, Laba, 
Lavidia’s mother, speculated about the possibility that her daughter had undergone 
that mutation, and therefore, could now pass it on to her offspring —someone has to be 
the first one—, she said. Although there was also a rumour that she had been switched 
at the hospital when she was born. An unlikely theory, but Ladia, the youngest 
daughter, considered it true, as her sister was taller and somewhat different from the 
rest of the family. 


Anyway, the fact was that Lavidia was very proud of the colour of her hair, and, unlike 
most women in that society who always wore it very short, she sported a splendid 
shiny reddish mane. 


“Mom, the house is almost finished. When can I marry Batro?” 


The daughter called her mother ‘mom’ instead of ‘mommy’ when she wanted to discuss 
‘grownup’ topics. Although she still resisted calling her ‘Laba’, her given name, as the 
girls who had reached puberty usually did. 


So they could certainly get married at any time. Lavidia had already almost completely 
abandoned her favourite hobby, playing the piano, and had been dedicated to 
construction work for some time. 


Dinner time was approaching, and the two women and the children were now heading 
towards the house. They were amid the rainy season, and the weather forecast 
predicted a significant downpour that would begin around that time. Despite that, the 
heat was still stifling, and that’s why they only wore small skirts made of multicoloured 
fabrics. 


“The truth is that the new space looks very good. We can accommodate more people 
there and expand the family,” said the mother. She was a petite woman, with dark hair, 
although she shared with her daughter large and expressive, amber-coloured eyes. 


“We just need to paint the walls. What colour would you like?” 


Laba took a while to answer because one of her sons, the one with the bump, had 
escaped again and had engaged in a small fight with one of his cousins. After calming 
them down, she said: 


“What were you saying, Lavi?” 
“TI was asking what colour you would like the walls and the floor to be.” 
“Ah! And what about the ceiling?” 


“The ceiling is already chosen. Bashia and I like navy blue. Yes! We’ll paint it navy 
blue!” 


“In what shade?” 
“Midnight blue tone. It’s ideal for depicting a sky full of stars with the crescent moon.” 
“Oh, I see. You'll also paint stars.” 


“Of course,” the daughter said, looking at the mother with a gesture as if to say, 
‘obviously.’ 


“Alright, and what about the floor and walls?” 
“T was asking you that, Mom.” 


“Ah, yes, of course.” Laba got a little distracted again, as she kept an eye on her little 
one. “Well, you should decide that. After all, you will be spending most of your time 
there. What have you chosen? I’m sure you’ve already considered it.” 


“Ha-ha, you know me pretty well! Yes. Bashia and I had thought of painting the walls in 
pink, yellow, and green.” 


“Alternately?” 


“On the floors? Yes, and on the walls, combined. Well, not all of them. In some, we'll use 
the pure colours, and in others we'll mix them more.” 


“It’s going to look beautiful, Lavi. I’m looking forward to seeing it. Although what I 
missed is, since you started building, making the spaces larger.” 


“It’s just that...” 
“Yeah, the eagerness to get married. You wanted to finish it as soon as possible.” 
“Well, I...” 


“Lavi, our family is growing. There’s still space at the back, extending to the cliff. Or if 
not, we could build upward.” 


“Ah! No way. Bashia’s mother doesn’t want to hear about it. After what happened with 
the earthquake...” 


“Right. It’s better not to,” she retracted. 


“Of course. If it happens again, it wouldn’t be good to have a lot of materials falling on 


” 


us. 


“Yes, but the thing is, we don’t have much space left, Lavidia. Soon we’ll have no choice 
but to do it if we don’t want to encroach on the garden. Or, you know...” 


“Emigrate.” 


“Exactly. I know it’s tough to part from family, your sisters, your aunts... But that’s how 
humanity has colonised the world, daughter. If we had all stayed in this territory, we 
would have been stepping on each other.” 


“Don’t think I haven’t thought about it. 1 mean, emigrate.” 


“Oh, really?” that statement surprised the mother.” 


“The problem is that Bashia doesn’t want to,” she made a sad face. “On the other side of 
the ocean, there’s a very fertile territory full of food. The possibilities are vast, Mom. 
The women who have gone there are building good homes where all their daughters 
can fit.” 


“Yes, I’ve seen it on television.” 
“Don’t you find it fascinating?” 
The mother shrugged and said: 


“I don’t know. We’re not doing so bad here, for now. Across the river, there are enough 
gardens to feed us abundantly, and the protein factories still hold up to supply us all. I 
wouldn’t leave.” 


“Of course. You already have eight daughters. It’s harder for you.” 


“It’s not just that. Older people are set in their ways, and I’m no exception. But you 
don’t have daughters yet and can move more easily. Why doesn’t Bashia want to 
leave?” 


“Not to abandon her sisters. Despite being my age, she’s a bit older,” she laughed. 


“You love adventure, Lavi. You’ve always been like that. As a child, you enjoyed getting 
lost on the beach and exploring all the nooks of the rocks in search of little creatures... 
which you ate without cooking!” 


“Well, I still do it,” she admitted. 


“I remember you spending hours with Labro, watching sunsets and swimming at the 
beach in the moonlight... By the way, has he helped you with anything?” 


“My brother? Not much. You know how men are. At most, he helped with mixing 
cement. I tried to teach him how to lay bricks, but he couldn’t do it. He just couldn’t!” 


“It’s a waste of time, Lavi. When I was single, I was in charge of a group of boys. You 
know, during the time when this village was built. I had to keep an eye on them all the 
time because they easily got distracted. Tasks had to be mechanical and repetitive so 
they wouldn’t scatter. As soon as they finished something, if they were tired, they 
would go to sleep, and if not, they would fight each other. Some even confronted me.” 


“The trail of violence still lingers in their genes, Mom.” 


“Less and less, daughter. Fortunately, generations are becoming more docile. But I 
don’t even want to think about how it must have been in the past, in the early days.” 


“Right. Our ancestors must have put in a lot of effort to keep them in check.” 


“And to make them obey. But in the end, it’s all about isolating them and, of course, not 
allowing them to reproduce. I mean the violent ones. I believe that in a few 
generations, boys will be almost like us.” 


“Intelligent?” Lavidia smiled. 


“No, that’s a lost battle. Despite efforts from educators... Despite the dedication of 
pedagogues... I think that’s a lost cause.” 


“T think so too, mommy,” she reverted to the childish form as mother and daughter 
hugged. 


“Come on, help me prepare dinner.” 
“Of course!” 


Laba and Lavidia went to the kitchen, where Ladia, the youngest of her eight children, 
was already extracting food from the refrigerator to prepare dinner. Two of her six 
brothers, the youngest ones, were also there, while the other four had not yet returned 
from work. The two boys were calmly watching television in that large space, the 
biggest in the house. 


“Antique again?” complained Lavidia. 
“You don’t like it anymore?” responded the mother. 


“No, it’s not that. They are the worms I like the most. But I don’t know... I’m a bit tired 
of them. Now I prefer chitinous insects.” 


“Because they are crunchier,” Ladia interjected. 
“No, it’s not because of that, smarty; you always want to know everything.” 


“Come on, girls, don’t argue about that nonsense. Tomorrow they will bring cartusk, 
malsent, and politris. That way, you'll all be happy. Oh! And I’ve ordered more fruits and 
vegetables. It’s not good to eat only proteins.” 


“We don’t only eat proteins, Laba,” accused the youngest daughter. She had recently 
become a woman and didn’t miss the chance to call her mother by her name. “It’s the 
boys who eat them mostly. I love fruit; you know that.” 


“Fruit, yes, but none of you like vegetables. And you know what the TV says that you 
should eat five servings a day.” 


“Ugh! Five servings...” protested Lavidia. 


At that moment, there was noise outside, and a vehicle stopped in front of the house. 
The older brothers had just arrived. 


“Hi, Laba!” greeted an old woman who got out of the vehicle. 
“Hello, Morla,” responded the mother. “How did they behave today?” 


“Very well! They didn’t grumble too much and did everything they were asked to do. I 
think they are adapting very well to discipline.” 


“They are good boys, despite everything.” 

“They are! they are! If I could only spill the beans on what’s going on out there...” 
“I know, Morla. Remember that I also used to lead crews when I was young.” 
“Yes, of course. Alright, I’ll leave them in your hands then.” 


The boys got off the bus and entered the house. They were somewhat dirty, and the 
mother said: 


“Come on, Ladia, take care of them while Lavi and I finish dinner. Make sure they 
shower and see if you can get them not to fall asleep when they’re done. Yesterday they 
skipped dinner, and this morning they devoured everyone’s breakfast.” 


The pianist 


The living room was filled with an air of anticipation. The soft light from the lamps 
created a cosy and warm atmosphere as Lavidia, with bright eyes and trembling hands, 
sat in front of the piano, surrounded by her family. Even Labra, her grandmother, who 
was in another territory, had set aside her duties as an architect to attend the wedding. 


The pianist positioned the main body of the instrument between her legs to stabilise it 
and began to blow to create the atmosphere over which the melody would be executed. 
Then, she stretched her fingers, and they began to land gracefully on the rows of 
multicoloured keys. An expectant silence filled the room. 


The first notes resounded gently, like raindrops falling on a calm lake. The music 
flowed from the young girl’s fingers like a river finding its course, carrying with it deep 
emotions and thoughts. Each key she touched had a longing to convey, an emotion to 
express. 


Lavidia, slender and graceful, moved her agile fingers touching the keys, while her 
closed eyelids hid her large, honey-coloured eyes. 


Focused and passionate, the girl unleashed a storm of sounds, filling the space with the 
richness of her performance. She closed her eyes, completely immersed in the melody 
she was playing. Each note, each arpeggio, was an expression of her soul, a language 
that only that instrument could understand and translate for her audience. 


Her family was hypnotised by the magic emanating from her hands as she caressed the 
keys. They could feel love, desire, hope, and joy intertwined in each chord. The mother 
and grandmother looked at Lavidia with amazement and pride, marvelling at the skill 
and passion she displayed in every movement of her fingers. 


As the musical piece reached its climax, the young girl’s heart beat to the rhythm of the 
music. Her fingers now flew over the keyboard, creating a symphony of emotions that 
filled the space and surrounded everyone present. The silence that followed the last 
chord was broken by an explosion of applause and cheers after the masterful 
performance, and the family stood up, applauding the young performer with 
admiration and gratitude. The grandmother approached to congratulate and hug her, 
while the rest of the family formed small groups. 


“Hey, it’s pretty obvious you were eager to get married... You even cut your hair!” 
Labra observed. “What happened to your beautiful red mane?” 


“Well, you know. Hair gets in the way and is a hassle when you have babies.” 
“But girl, it’s gonna be many months before that happens, right?” 
“Nine at least. But hey, gotta start getting things ready.” 


The grandma hugged her granddaughter and smiled. The haste to have daughters... 
That thought made her feel younger, seeing herself reflected in the young woman. She 
was just like that at her age. 


“You’ve come a long way since I’ve been away, Lavi. You’re a skilled pianist now! I’m 
really proud.” 


“Thanks, Labra. Honestly, I don’t know how it turned out so well. It’s been months 
since I played this piece. I almost forgot which mouthpiece to use!” 


“Yeah, I know you put a lot of effort into building the new room. Hey, it turned out 
great!” 


“Well, you’re flattering me too much. Actually, Bashia was the mastermind. She’s a true 
expert. I’m sure she’ll become an architect like you when she can’t be a mother 
anymore.” 


“Well, that’s a long way off. Now you girls gotta live life and have lots of daughters. The 
time for spending it on those things will come when there’s no other choice. Now tell 
me, has she had any with my grandson?” 


“Who had... what?” 


“Oh, Lavidia! It’s so obvious that today is your wedding day and you're itching to be a 
mom! Who else could it be? Weren’t we talking about Bashia? I was asking if she’s had 
any daughters yet. She got married recently, didn’t she?” 


Actually, the question was justified. In a matriarchal society like that, women only 
considered the offspring of their daughters and granddaughters, not the descendants 
through the male line. Once a man got married, his blood family practically lost ties 
with him; he then belonged to another family. 


Still, Labra had every right to consider Lavidia’s brother, who had married Bashia, as 
her grandson, because he actually was. 


The young woman then made a gesture with one of her fingers, as if inviting the 
grandmother to come closer. Labra leaned in, and Lavidia whispered in her ear: 


“Seems like my brother is quite the stud,” the grandma let out a knowing chuckle. 
“Don’t tell anyone yet, but I think my friend is already pregnant.” 


“Seriously? Any sign? Has she missed her period...?” 
Lavidia nodded and held up two fingers, meaning twice. 
“Has she taken the test?” 

“She doesn’t want to, silly girl.” 

“Why not?” 


“To avoid disappointment in case it’s just a hiccup. But I think she already looks 
pregnant.” 


The two women glanced at the girl in question, chatting with other mothers, and the 
grandma said: 


“Yeah, I think so too. And not just by her face. Seems like her hips are widening.” 
“Really? How can you see that? I think she looks the same.” 


“Us older folks have seen a lot of pregnancies, Lavi. Those things, if not seen, are 
sensed.” 


“Yeah, yeah...,” the girl replied, with a hint of disdain. 


“Well, that’s good news, isn’t it?” 
Lavidia looked at Bashia with envy, and the grandma noticed it: 
“Or is there something bothering you, huh, Lavi?” 


“No, not at all! The only thing that bugs me is that Bashia is going to make you a great- 
grandma before me. You'll be one before you’re even fifty!” 


“As it should be. The weird thing would be the opposite, right?” 
“Yeah, sure.” 


At that moment, Batro, the newlywed man who had been playing with other guys in an 
adjoining room since the recital ended, arrived. Bashia’s brother hugged his new wife, 
and she affectionately kissed his head. 


“T think,” Labra said, “that your husband is eager to imitate his new brother-in-law.” 
Lavidia smiled, and the grandma concluded: 


“I leave again tomorrow to continue my work in the new territories. But I'll be back 
before the end of next year. When I return, I’m sure you'll already have two 
daughters.” 


Lavidia flashed a wide smile and said: 


“T think if it’s up to this one,” she pointed to her husband,” there won’t be a problem. 
Right, Batro? 


The young man smiled, not quite understanding what the two women had said. 
Although he sensed from his wife’s attitude, that many passionate nights lay ahead. 


Bashia 


Wow, did she have a time of it! Lavidia tirelessly squeezed every ounce out of her new 
husband. The guy would come home worn out from work, and there she was, almost 
daily, waiting for him to fulfil herself as a woman. They even did it during times in her 
cycle when conception was unlikely; “just in case spontaneous ovulation occurred,” 
she’d say. But it never seemed to happen. 


Meanwhile, Lavidia continued her education and helped her mother and community 
with all sorts of tasks. 


“How was your day at work?” asked Bashia, her friend and sister-in-law twice over. 
After all, Lavidia had married Bashia’s brother, Batro, and Bashia had married Labro, 
the pianist’s brother. In fact, that kind of cohabitation was quite common in their 
society. Friends could live together, but their husbands didn’t covet the other woman 
living with them. Despite their brutality, men still maintained the instinctive taboo of 
not desiring their sisters. 


“Work? Fine,” she casually replied while changing her niece’s diapers. Her sister-in-law 
and housemate had just given birth to a beautiful girl. 


“Just fine?” 
“As fine as one can be in such a... tedious place.” 
“Tedious?” 


“Oh, Bashia! How I envy you! Here at home, enjoying your baby... And me out there, 
wasting time.” 


“Well, dear, you'll be just like me soon, I’m sure. Besides, someone must do the work, 
right? If it weren’t for you working women, the rest of us would have much harder 
living conditions.” 


“Yeah, I suppose,” she said, while cooing at the baby. 


Both women were naked and had even removed their skirts, the only piece of clothing 
in those warm latitudes. In fact, they only wore them when men were around. 


“Are you still in the earthquake zone?” 


“Yeah, there’s a lot to do there. Men do what they can, but without a woman to lead 
them... well, you know.” 


“Don’t you use machines for the heavier tasks?” 


“Yeah, of course. No other choice. Although this morning, we had an interesting debate 
on that topic, a colleague and I.” 


“Oh really?” 
“Yeah. Let me hear your thoughts.” 


Bashia was finishing dinner for one of her younger brothers and, without turning 
around, responded, “It’s so hot! Hopefully, this season will end soon, and the rains will 
start next week.” 


“Yeah, hopefully. I think I saw on TV that they’re expected.” 


“At least that will cool things down a bit. I envy your grandmother! She’s in the north, 
right?” 


“Yes, but it’s too cold there. Women wear several layers of clothing, head to toe.” 
“No middle ground. Okay, tell me about this interesting debate.” 
“We were talking about getting rid of men and doing all the work with machines.” 


“Well, I’d love that, honestly. I think it would be ideal. If machines did everything, we 
could focus on what really matters: having daughters.” 


“Yeah, but what would we do with the men?” 


“That’s the problem. You have to keep men busy all the time, Lavi. Otherwise, they’d be 
fighting each other. Plus, work tires them out and moderates their sexual desires. If it 
were up to them, they’d be intimating all day.” 


“Fortunately,” Lavidia said with a smile. 


“Fortunately for you, dear, who aren’t a mother yet. They don’t understand that a 
woman has rest cycles after childbirth, infertility cycles... And not just that. We have to 
make it clear to them that a man can only do it with his wife. And that... they find it 
hard to understand.” 


Bashia was right. The law prohibited having more than one husband due to past abuses. 
Many irresponsible women abandoned them for being too violent or even sterile, and 
many had nowhere to go if their mothers had passed away. Similarly, the offspring had 
to be controlled, and cases of bigamy were not allowed to prevent consanguinity. 


Similarly, the big social community that was Humanity, with large and stable family 
units, somehow prevented illegal motherhood, meaning when the mother was under 
fifteen. However, sometimes you'd hear about girls getting pregnant before that age, 
either because of the innate desire for motherhood, trying to mimic their mothers or 
older sisters, or just not wanting or not knowing how to hold back the instincts of the 
surrounding boys, who were always ready to go with anyone willing. 


“Yeah,” Lavidia continued, “but we can’t just treat men like they’re a mere sperm bank, 
right? Extracting it whenever we need it...” 


“Well, I’d love that, honestly. Then, we wouldn’t have to deal with them almost every 
day.” 


“My brother is...” 


“You have no idea, Lavi! Sometimes he wakes up in the middle of the night and asks for 
action. And that’s coming from someone dead tired. He spends the whole day collecting 
worms, all day! And he’s so energetic.” 


“Well, enjoy it while you can. With time, he’ll lose interest, you know.” 


“Yeah, thankfully, they have a lifespan half of ours. I can’t imagine your grandmother, 
who can’t have daughters anymore, with a husband demanding action all the time.” 


“Nature is wise, Bashia, and they die off when we hit menopause.” 


“Thank goodness.” 
“Well, thank goodness... I love Batro and my brothers... my father...” 


“Yeah, yeah, all that’s fine, but I don’t know what to tell you if this artificial 
insemination or gender selection thing spreads.” 


“The latter hasn’t been invented yet.” 
“I know. But geneticists say it’s close.” 


“Well, well,” she objected, “they’ve been saying that for a long time, but it never 
happens. Besides, I’d prefer to have daughters, logically, but if sons come, we can also 
develop our maternal instincts with them, don’t you think?” 


“That makes sense, Lavidia,” she reconsidered. “It’s just that I’m a bit tired today,” she 
concluded. 


“Do you want to go to bed? I'll take care of the baby.” 


“No, it’s nothing. Just a bit of a headache. Come on, tell me what you’re doing in the 
earthquake zone. Maybe I’ll distract myself while the heat goes down a bit.” 


The two women poured some drinks and sat on a sofa. The men were on their way and 
put on their skirts. The last thing Bashia needed that night was to fool around. 


“We’re rebuilding houses, and I think we’ll finish before the rainy season comes. Those 
people are practically living outdoors, and they’ll need to find shelter sooner rather 
than later.” 


“Can’t you use the materials from the barracks for the new houses?” 


“That’s what we’re doing. It just has to be done gradually. As we finish the houses, we 
move families and reuse the materials left behind to build new walls. Men are 
mesmerised when they see cranes moving cement blocks.” 


“Aren’t they used to construction?” 

“The crews with us now used to be in agriculture. They’d never worked in this.” 
“Yeah, I get it. People had to be taken from wherever they could.” 

“Exactly. It’s an emergency. When we’re done, they’ll go back to vegetables.” 


“Men are versatile. They can carry materials, spread seeds, collect worms... Do you 
think machines could do all that?” 


“You can’t expect one machine to do it all. But many specialized ones, yes.” 


“Well, men wouldn’t be necessary. If we had more machines, we could focus on family, 
on daughters... And not waste time on useless tasks.” 


“Something you don’t do, by the way. I do it.” Lavidia was somewhat envious of her 
friend. 


“You'll stop soon. Does my brother... not treat you well?” 


“He treats me wonderfully, Bashia.” 


“Well then, you’ll see how my little one will soon have a cousin. A red-haired cousin, 
like her aunt.” 


Lavidia smiled and sighed, looking up. Then she said: 
“Hey, maybe you'll have a girl like that too.” 
“T don’t think so.” 


“Why not, Bashia? If Batro is a redhead, and you’re his sister, and my brother is your 
husband, well...” 


“It’s unlikely to have a red-haired girl if neither the father nor the mother is one, even 
if we have the gene.” 


“Yeah, because it’s a recessive gene.” 


“Exactly. It’s even more challenging if only one of them is. Look at my family, Lavi. My 
father is a redhead, and out of all the daughters they’ve had —we’re a bunch of sisters— 
only Batro turned out that way.” 


“Right. That’s because your mother has the standard gene, the dominant one.” 


“Exactly. But in your case, that won’t happen. You’re a redhead, and my brother is too, 
so your offspring will be red-haired, no doubt.” 


“Oh, Bashia!” she exclaimed, “I can’t wait to finally have a girl!” she shouted 
impatiently. “You know what? I’m going to let her hair grow, really long... super long! 
And I'll make two braids. Two red braids that will make her the liveliest girl ever.” 


“I can’t wait to see it, Lavi.” 


“And I can’t wait to finally quit working and dedicate myself to making braids, 
breastfeeding, and pinching my little girl’s cheeks.” 


“TI can imagine how bored you must be there.” 
“Well, it’s not that I’m bored... It’s just that, naturally, I’d rather be in your situation.” 


“Well, that’s what I was saying, Lavidia. If men didn’t exist, no one would have to take 
care of them, and if we had more machines, they would do the work.” 


The girl thought for a moment about that, and then said: 


“Anyway, even if men didn’t exist, and we only had girls... with artificial insemination 
or something, we still couldn’t fully devote ourselves to raising them. We’d get rid of 
taking care of boys, as they wouldn’t exist anymore, but we’d still have to work the 
same way. Someone would have to build houses, study medicine, study genetics, build 
computers...” 


“Machines would do all that. Just a few women to supervise that everything goes well, 
and the rest of us, to our own tasks.” 


“Yes, of course. That’s what my colleagues and I were talking about this morning.” 


“Who are they?” 


“One is fourteen, and her mother only has two girls. Since she can’t get married 
because she’s underage, and her mother no longer needs her with the daughters, she 
must work.” 


“Naturally. For now, until the day machines take over, she has no choice.” 


“That’s right. And the others are already grandmothers or great-grandmothers, who 
also have no family obligations.” 


“How many of you are there in total?” 


“About seven or eight. Very few to handle about fifty men, considering that three girls 
are with the machines.” 


“Are they defiant? Men, I mean.” 


“Well, some of them. But generally, they are docile and obedient. The problem is 
coordinating them so that they can work as a team, in relay chains.” 


“Yeah. They’re such selfish beings... 1 don’t even want to think if they could talk and 
communicate with each other.” 


“Then we could get more out of them. I mean, they would contribute better to society, 
and their own work would be more enriching for themselves. At least they would be 
aware that they are doing valuable work for their daughters.” 


“T don’t see it that way, Lavidia. If they could talk, the first word they would say would 
be an insult. I’m sure.” 


“Yeah, you’re in favour of their extinction, as a friend said this morning.” 


“Why not? Once the machines do the work and artificial insemination is achieved, what 
good are they?” 


“And what do we do with male daughters? Do we kill them right after birth? I would 
never kill a daughter, even if it were a boy.” 


“If the technological leap allows sex selection, that wouldn’t be necessary anymore.” 


“Yeah, but what about the fathers? If no more boys are born, where do we get the 
sperm from?” 


“Frozen sperm banks,” suggested Bashia. 
“And what if they run out?” 


“Well, in this world, there are very strange women who prefer to have sons rather than 
daughters. Sons will never be lacking. I’m sure they would gladly accept their boys 
donating sperm to be the fathers of thousands of girls. Don’t you think? The ‘banks’ 
therefore, would never be out of stock, and women would always turn to them to get 
pregnant.” 


“Yeah, but there would be little genetic diversity if all the daughters in the world only 
had a few fathers.” 


“Well, wasn’t that how humanity originated? According to tradition, we all come from 
a few human couples.” 


“Yes, but then we diversified. That’s genetic richness. If we go back now, perhaps we 
would make a mistake that we would regret in the long run.” 


“T don’t know what would happen in the long run. But I do know that now things would 
be much simpler. Take your mother, for example. She had four boys until your sister, 
and you came along. Without female daughters to help, your cousins and aunts had to 


lend a hand.” 
“You talk as if motherhood were a burden, Bashia. Do you really think that?” 


“No, dear, of course not! But in the most critical moments, when she had many at once, 
wouldn’t it have been better for her to have a ten or twelve-year-old girl to take care of 
the little ones?” 


“Well, at first, my grandmother and my aunts helped her. And besides, that girl you 
mentioned already existed. It was me, and then my sister. We took care of my two 
younger brothers. And also, the older ones, huh! In fact, we still do.” 


“Sure, dear, until they get married, there’s no other way. But if you could choose the 
gender...” 


“Everyone would have girls.” 


“That’s right. Isn’t it more rewarding to see a daughter grow up? While they’re babies, 
boys and girls are very similar, but then...” 


“Yes, of course it is. But I don’t know, Bashia,” Lavidia looked down and put a hand on 
her chin. “Men and women complement each other. Before machines existed, they 
were the ones doing the jobs no one wanted to do. Thanks to them, we could focus on 
parenting while they were in the fields, in agriculture, or collecting bugs. Just a few of 
us in charge of them, and they made life much easier for the rest of us. If men hadn’t 
existed, we would have had to work ourselves.” 


“Okay, and what are you trying to say? That we have some kind of... historical debt or 
something?” 


“No, it’s not that. It’s just that...” 
“What?” 


“I don’t know,” she weighed her words. “Anyway,” she resolved, “they are happy with 
little. They are generally obedient and do what is asked. They just want...” 


“To copulate all the time. Yes, I already know that.” 


Laba 


The workday had been exhausting. Social norms required women without offspring or 
those with grown daughters, but who still didn’t have granddaughters, to contribute to 
the social well-being of the community. Some specialized in teaching, medicine, or 
machine manufacturing... Lavidia’s family had always chosen construction as their way 
of making those contributions. Laba no longer had young daughters to care for, and 
while waiting for her granddaughters —her youngest daughter, Ladia, was already 
pregnant— she collaborated with her other daughter in building barricades to prevent 
soil erosion on the hillsides exposed by the recent earthquake. 


“Maybe we should consult someone about all these strange things,” Lavidia suggested, 
pointing to some curious rock formations. The hillside had exposed what seemed to be 
a fossil deposit. 


“They’re schists, Lavidia. Underground waters have shaped the rocks for centuries, 
giving them those whimsical forms.” 


“Yeah, but don’t you think it’s too much of a coincidence that they all look alike?” 


“Well, not all of them. Besides, I think it’s you, wanting to see patterns where I don’t 
think there are any.” 


“It’s as if a kind of giant insects were covered in mud, and then it petrified. See it 
there,” she pointed, “and there, and in that one over there.” 


The mother observed what her daughter indicated, and after a moment, she shrugged 
and said: 


“Come on, Lavi. We can’t waste more time. The men have been idle for too long. We 
should be filling these moulds with cement before they start fighting among 
themselves.” 


“And cover all this forever?” 


“Yeah, and what do you propose instead? We can’t call any specialists now. The work 
would stop, and the rainy season will arrive soon. If it’s as intense as last year, the 
hillside could collapse onto the road and cause serious damage.” 


Lavidia understood that her mother was right and simply took some photos. 


“Come on,” Laba requested. “Don’t get distracted anymore. Have your men hold the 
palisade while I make sure mine start pouring the cement.” 


“This could be done much faster with the help of machines, Mom,” she protested. 


“No doubt. In fact, I’ve already requested it, but those who operate them are busy 
building houses,” she pointed out. “People keep being born, you know. Besides, if 
machines did the work, what would we do with the men?” 


“Yeah, the eternal dilemma,” Lavidia whispered, and she was not wrong. They had to 
keep them busy doing something. It was a pity they couldn’t be utilised more. She had 
tried to teach some rudimentary things to Labro, her brother, and had hardly made any 
progress. He couldn’t even vocalise some basic words, although at least, he and the 
others understood what was said to them if spoken slowly. That was more than enough. 


But it was true that men had always been a burden. Their main utility lay in the fact 
that they were the only way to conceive daughters, although in times before scientific 
advancements, they had also been an excellent labour force in agricultural work and 
insect collection. 


But those times had passed. While Lavidia worked hard to organize the team and give 
the necessary orders for everyone to tighten the dam at the same time, she wondered if 
now that society had progressed, and medicine had achieved astonishing things, 
perhaps it was time to take a step further and only conceive daughters. It was still far 
from being achieved, although television had already announced it for the next decade. 
Certainly, at the pace at which discoveries were progressing, it was not entirely 
unreasonable to think it could happen. Males would only be a few, the best, serving 
solely as sperm banks. 


Lavidia loved her father and brothers, and she was sure she would also love her male 
children when she had them. Although, of course, every woman’s desire was to 
conceive girls, the more, the better. 


But it could be that the future would see astonishing changes, such as those announced 
on television, as more and more people began to do research on the subject. Women 
were living longer and longer, and once they could no more bear daughters and their 
granddaughters were older, that is, once they had lived their lives to the fullest, they 
still had many years to spend on improving the material conditions of their offspring. 


It was no longer like in the old days, she thought, back when women despaired upon 
entering menopause and saw their daughters and granddaughters doing what they 
could no longer do. At least they consoled themselves in some way with their 
granddaughters, despite everything, until their time came. But times had changed, and 
medicine had increased life expectancy. Women could continue enjoying their 
granddaughters, but they also had plenty of time to benefit the community and still 
feel fulfilled in some way. 


And that was despite some advances that hinted at the possibility of even halting the 
aging process that causes the loss of ovarian follicular function, so women could have 
daughters almost indefinitely. 


In fact, television was showing science fiction series where men no longer existed, all 
the work was done by machines, women lived beyond a hundred years, and they didn’t 
stop having daughters until they were eighty. 


What a nonsense! Lavidia thought. Caliria, the star of one of those successful series, had 
died at the age of one hundred twenty, had had more than fifty daughters, and at the 
time of her death, more than five hundred descendants had gathered around her, 
including daughters, granddaughters, great-granddaughters, and _ great-great- 
granddaughters. 


Absolutely absurd, she considered. She wished to have many daughters, like all women, 
but they were reluctant to come. It had been a while since she married Batro, and 
daughters were not coming. She had reached a point where she would have signed for 
even having only two... or even one... 


Ladia 
“Well, I could donate one of my eggs to you.” 


Lavidia was already 19 and still wasn’t a mother, despite being married for four years. 
She was in the room they had built for her younger sister, who was only two years 
younger but already had two sons. The two of them were taking care of the kids, and, of 
course, ‘the topic’ came up again. 


“Thanks a lot, Ladia, but I don’t think it’s necessary. I don’t need anyone else’s eggs. I 
have my own for that.” 


“Come on, it’s been four years and still no pregnancy.” 
“Well, Mom took three after she got married.” 
“Yeah, but...” 


“Besides, how do you know the problem is mine? Maybe Batro is the one having 
trouble. Your eggs wouldn’t help. It would be better to have another husband if that is 
the case.” 


“But what if the problem is yours?” she insisted. “Let’s assume that.” 


“Even if that were the case, nowadays there are surgical ways to fix it. Or even without 
that, just hormonal therapy.” 


“Either way, Lavidia, you have a problem,” she blurted out. “Mom had four boys before 
you and I came along, and then two more. I already have two. If you’re like us, — 
something probably sure— and taking into consideration how long it takes you to get 
pregnant, you'll hit menopause before having a daughter.” 


She couldn’t hold back any longer. The gossip or even whispers from many she 
considered friends were testing her patience. 


“Enough!” she exploded. “Why do I have to be like you? Why do I have to be like Mom? 
Huh? Can’t I be like Dad’s sisters? They had many daughters, mostly girls,” she stared 
at Ladia. “Moreover, if what you always say is true, that I’m not part of this family and 
was swapped at the hospital, then what you said is just nonsense.” 


“Okay, sorry, I...” 


“And no!” she got frustrated. “This idea that we’re prone to having boys is utter 
nonsense. Whether it’s daughters or sons, it’s just random. I think it’s the father who 
plays a more important role, not the mother.” 


Ladia realized she went a bit too far with her sister and tried to fix it: 


“I mentioned my eggs because... in case you needed them, of course... it’s better to have 
family eggs. Mom is over thirty-five now, so...” 


“I won’t need your eggs or Mom’s,” she interrupted. “I repeat, I have my own! Got it?” 


Ladia didn’t respond. Lavidia had always been their mother’s favourite, and in a way, 
her sister had always been jealous of that. Now it seemed like destiny was putting her 
in the spotlight, even though the conversation didn’t start with ill intentions. But she 


couldn’t resist emphasising a fact that her older sister didn’t want to accept, let alone 
face. 


Lavidia, on her part, continued changing her nephew’s diapers and then proceeded to 


bathe him. 


That baby looked a lot like her when she was little. Same eyes, same mouth, same 
forehead... She had seen a childhood photo of herself, and they could have been the 
same person. Too bad boys change so much, she thought. But at that moment, that 
child could easily pass as her son, and no one would doubt it. Except for the hair colour, 
he resembled her more than even his real mother, debunking the absurd theories that 
she was swapped at the hospital. 


She wondered if, when she had a daughter, she would resemble Ladia more or be like 
herself, like Lavidia. She had seen such cases many times because inheritance doesn’t 
have to be linear. 


But first, she had to have that daughter. 


And that’s when she made up her mind. The uncertainty had to come to an end as soon 
as possible. 


Immaturity 
“Hi, Lavidia, have a seat.” 


The doctor had finished reading the reports of the tests they did on Batro, and all the 
tests done on her, and was now entering her conclusions into the computer. The girl 
sat down and began to visibly tremble. Her right leg started moving nervously from 
side to side, and she lightly bit her lower lip. 


Laba, her mother, had been saying for a while that they both should get tested 
thoroughly at the clinic. 


But she resisted. Perhaps out of fear they would tell her what she didn’t want to hear, 
or maybe due to the hope that she would conceive a daughter soon... 


But time passed, and daughters didn’t come. In addition to her sister, her friend Bashia 
already had three, and all of them were girls. 


Finally, she decided to get tests for Batro and herself. The moment of truth had come, 
and she couldn’t wait any longer, as her health and mental well-being were beginning 
to suffer from what was becoming a trauma. If there was a fix for her situation, it had 
to be done as soon as possible. 


The doctor, a woman in her forties with a pleated skirt, long hair, and a smiling face, 
began to speak: 


“Women and men have a similar development until the age of two or three, at which 
point boys interrupt their psychological development, although physically they 
continue developing similarly to girls until puberty. In their case, puberty occurs 
around eleven or twelve, when they stop growing and reach the peak of their physical 
maturity. For girls, we have another two years until we become women, and...,” the 
doctor stopped upon seeing her patient’s serious and angry expression and added, “I 
mean, in general terms. I suppose you know these ages vary from person to person, 
and...” 


“T already know all that, Doctor,” she interrupted. “What I want to know, what I need to 
know,” she emphasised, “is whether I can or cannot have daughters with my husband.” 


“Your husband is perfectly fine,” she replied. “He has good sperm density in his semen, 
and they exhibit good mobility. There’s no congenital defect in the germ cells that 
would hinder conception.” 


Lavidia continued with a serious expression and stared at her interlocutor: 
“So, the problem is with me.” 


“As I was saying, when girls reach puberty, eggs are released in their menstrual cycle. 
These originate from the maturation of follicles in the ovaries, and in your case...” 


Lavidia held her breath. 
“And in your case... they haven’t matured.” 


“Haven’t matured?” 


“It’s common to find this kind of issue in girls who haven’t reached reproductive 
maturity. They remain at the age when their male counterparts do, not making the leap 
to womanhood. But that’s not your case. Your development is complete, except for that 
small detail.” 


“small detail...” 

“Well, for lack of a better term.” 

“But isn’t that Jaspala syndrome?” 

The doctor made a knowing gesture and said: 
“TI see you've studied the subject, Lavidia.” 


“I’ve been studying it for a long time, Doctor,” she responded, with a serious 
expression. 


“Indeed. Coridia Jaspala defined that syndrome at the end of the last century, and it has 
been named after her since then. The poor woman had that problem and tried to solve 
it. Unfortunately for her, the solution came too late.” 


“I know. The solution is hormonal therapy. When can I start receiving it?” Lavidia 
didn’t want to waste time. 


“Well, immature follicles can be due to inadequate levels of luteinising hormone or 
follicle-stimulating hormone. In those cases, clomiphene citrate or gonadotropins, 
which are hormonal injections, can be administered. Unfortunately, that’s not your 
case.” 


“Not my case?” 
“T’m afraid not. Your hormone levels are adequate.” 
“Okay,” the girl sighed. “So, in my case, how can I fix it?” 


“T’m afraid there’s no way to do it, Lavidia. You don’t have eggs, and you can’t get them 
from where there aren’t any.” 
The girl was left speechless. 


“You could go to another specialist,” she continued, “but this is not a matter of 
interpreting a doubtful result. In your case, infertility is more than evident.” 


That was the worst of the worst they could tell her. The word “infertility” was the one 
she hated the most, the most feared in that society. At that moment, she felt 
lightheaded, and an intense darkness clouded her mind. For a moment, she thought she 
was going to faint, but she composed herself, starting to cry in a completely 
inconsolable way. 


“Oh, come on, woman... the world doesn’t end just because you can’t have daughters.” 


“Woman?” she wiped her tears with the hem of her skirt. “What defines a woman is 
precisely motherhood. Otherwise, what distinguishes us from men?” 


“Well, you can’t compare a woman to a man...” 


“Why not?” she got irritated. “Because we are smarter? Because we are stronger? 
Doctor, all that is a matter of quantity. However, motherhood is not a matter of 
quantity. It’s a matter of quality. Do you understand me?” 


“Of course, Lavidia, but...” 
“Are you a mother, Doctor?” 
“Yes, yes Iam.” 


“How many daughters do you have?” 


” 


“Two. 
“Only two? Why?” 
“Because I couldn’t have more.” 


“T bet you became a gynecologist precisely because it was hard for you to get pregnant. 
Am I right?” 


The woman didn’t answer, and Lavidia stood up. 
“Goodbye, thank you very much.” 


“Wait, Lavidia. I was going to suggest some alternatives. There are other ways to be a 
mother. You could...” 


But she didn’t answer or turn around to hear what she was going to say. She already 
knew what those ways were, and she didn’t want to go through them. They were all a 
lie, a consolation prize that didn’t alleviate or console anything, and only served to 
deceive oneself. 


Then she went out into the street and continued crying intensely while wandering 
through the neighbourhood. 


She passed by the round neighbourhood, so-called because its buildings were round, 
painted in bright colours that surprised visitors even at that hour, close to sunset. 


Then she crossed the ‘gynecoid square,’ a place where mothers took their daughters to 
spend warm summer afternoons. The area was full of fountains and small ponds 
adorned with statues and representations of mothers breastfeeding their daughters or 
being pregnant. Each pond had its own motif, and she remembered being there many 
times, observing the realism of those figures, and wishing to do what they did someday. 
She had often played with Bashia imitating those poses: she would put on a cushion 
held with a wide skirt to simulate pregnancy, and her friend would bring a doll close to 
her chest. 


But all of that was the past, and what was worse, the future had denied it to her. She 
stopped briefly to look at it for the last time, and after experiencing a profound sense 
of bitterness, she determined never to pass by that place again. 


Finally, she reached the worm district, so-called not only because there was a protein 
farm but also because the houses were built in small, rounded formations resembling 
the segments of a worm as families grew. 


She wandered through the neighbourhoods beyond her home, watching buses arrive 
and drop off men at their respective homes. She walked and walked until she was 
exhausted and had no more tears to cry, finally arriving home. 


Her mother greeted her, but she didn’t want to hear any of the words directed at her. 
She only approached her father, who was watching television with her brothers in a 
room. Father and daughter embraced, he caressed her head... and she would have 
stayed with him crying all night if it weren’t for the fact that the old man was sick and 
needed rest. 


Eventually, she went to her room and got into bed, trying not to wake Batro, who was 
sleeping in the adjacent bed. She attempted to curl up without making too much noise 
to avoid disturbing his sleep, but she failed. They had given her the biggest heartache 
of her life, and her sobs were clearly heard by her husband, who woke up, approached 
her side, and caressed her cheek while giving her some kisses. 


The two embraced, and Lavidia continued to cry inconsolably, wondering where she 
could find so many tears. The young man watched this unusual scene with his wife, 
trying to figure out how to console her. He got into bed with her, attempting to make 
love. 


“Not now, Batro. I’m not in the mood. Please go and do it on your own.” 


The boy obeyed and went to his bed, surprised, wondering what had happened for his 
usually willing wife to say no this time. 


Farewell 


It was still before dawn when, tired of tossing and turning in bed, she got up and 
started packing things in a suitcase. The family’s building was centred around a large 
courtyard where children played, and the home where Bashia and Lavidia lived was at 
one end. Laba, her mother, had been restless all night, and when she saw light in her 
daughter’s living room window, she headed there and entered: 


“Lavi, it’s not the end of the world. Many women are sterile.” 
She didn’t answer and continued arranging her skirts and some shoes in the suitcase. 


“Your sister could lend you some of her eggs. You could have a daughter who might 
even look more like you than her own.” 


Lavidia looked at her mother sternly for a moment and then continued packing. 


“Batro could lend his sperm and fertilise one of her eggs that would be implanted in 
your uterus, and...” 


“And why would I want a daughter from my sister?” she interrupted, disdainful. “I 
already have my nieces. Or, if not, Bashia’s daughters. We live together, and we’re 
raising them together,” she got irritated. “The problem is not that I don’t have girls 
and want one at any cost. I already have many around me.” 


“So what then? Do you have to have a red-haired daughter, or else you won’t want 
her?” 


“It’s not about that, Laba,” she called her by her name like never before. “Although, of 
course, the colour of her hair would remind me all the time that she’s not my 
daughter.” 


“Well, but if Batro is the father, as he is also red-haired, you have a chance of having a 
girl like that. Not as many, but...” 


“Yes, of course, let him sleep with my sister or whoever, and then I end up with the 
girl. With another’s girl.” 


“Well, it’s not the same. If in vitro fertilisation is done, you would be pregnant, the girl 
would grow inside you... It would be flesh of your flesh!” 


“No, Laba!” she screamed. “It would be my sister’s flesh! Let her feed on what I eat, it 
doesn’t make her my daughter.” 


“Alright. But at least you would give birth and breastfeed her... She wouldn’t be your 
daughter; she wouldn’t have your DNA, but...” 


“Yes, sure, she would be ‘the daughter’ of the barren one.” 


“Well, no one has to know. Only Ladia and I would know, and Bashia, logically, or... 
look, if you don’t trust your sister, you could go to an egg bank, and...” 


“T would know, which is the worst of it all.” 
“Well, what of it?” 
“No,” she cut her off abruptly. 


“Daughter, you’ve always been the same. A woman of extremes. Someone of all or 
nothing. But many women resort to that, and more and more.” 


“Yeah, yeah,” she replied disdainfully. “You're just like Bashia. Always with those damn 
sperm or egg banks.” 


“Well, the important thing is to have daughters, right?” 


“No, Mom. The important thing is to have daughters, yes, but my own daughters!” she 
looked at her, with eyes as cold as ice. “Other people’s daughters are not my daughters, 
even if I give birth to them, and giving birth to a girl doesn’t make me her mother. 
Don’t you understand?” 


No. Laba didn’t understand. Lavidia didn’t get along entirely well with Ladia, her 
younger daughter, but she was sure there was something more. The girl was 
demanding, and she wouldn’t settle for a consolation prize. 


At that moment, Bashia came out of one of the rooms. She already knew the news, as 
her friend had told her the night before. The conversation had been limited to a couple 
of sentences, as Lavidia didn’t want to talk about it. Bashia only responded with an 
affectionate hug, not wanting to deepen the wound, and let her go to bed. “Whatever 
you need, I’m in the next room,” she said. 


As she saw the mother and daughter in that argument, she didn’t want to interfere. She 
just went out to pick up a bottle she had left warming in the kitchen, as one of her 
daughters wouldn’t stop crying. When she had it, she returned to her room. She didn’t 
want to interrupt that family scene, although, of course, she tried not to miss any 
details of the conversation from the other side of the door. 


“Where are you going?” Laba finally asked. The mother assumed her daughter would 
hardly change her mind. 


“T don’t know. Maybe north, to Grandma’s. I need to put some distance.” 
“Are you going to cross the ocean to go there?” 

“Most likely.” 

“Well, you'll need more than skirts if you’re going to that place.” 


“I know, but I don’t have anything else. I suppose they'll give me something when I 
arrive if I don’t die of cold before. Although, in the end... I don’t care anymore. I’m just 
worth for nothing.” 


“Daughter! How can you say that?” 


“Well, there you go, saying it,” she looked at her again and continued packing her 
things. 


“Come on, the world doesn’t end just because you can’t be a mother. There are many 
other things to do!” 


“Oh yeah? Like what?” 


“Helping others, for example. Many hands are needed everywhere to do a multitude of 
tasks. Like you’ve been doing until now.” 


“Tasks that the rest of you don’t want to do because you prefer, naturally, to have 
daughters and be with them.” 


The mother nodded, although she regretted doing so afterward. 
“So, I would be like a servant,” Lavidia noted. “A second-class person, like men.” 


Laba looked away, trying to find comfort for her daughter. In the end, she came up 
with: 


“Let’s suppose the doctor lied to you, and I knew the truth. She would have told you 
that your problem is a simple obstruction and that a small intervention is needed. You 
would have undergone it gladly, and what they would have done is actually implant an 
egg from your sister fertilised with Batro’s semen.” 


“From Batro?” 


“Well, or from her husband. Or an egg from an egg bank. What does it matter! If, in 
addition, the girl had been red-haired...” 


“Quite difficult, if only the father is.” 


“Well, let’s suppose. The point is that you would have been the happiest mother in the 
world as soon as you gave birth because you would think it was your daughter. And 
more if she looked like you. Also, she would be my granddaughter!” 


Lavidia looked at her mother condescendingly. After a few moments, she said: 


“Laba, you’re just talking nonsense. Thanks for the attempt, anyway. If that had 
happened, it’s your conscience or your other daughter’s conscience. I would be happy, 
yes, and maybe you too. But the fact is that it’s not like that. The fact is that I know the 
truth! I know the truth, and nothing can compensate for knowing that I’m a barren 
woman, a useless woman, a failed woman, a woman who can’t fulfill herself, a woman 
who can’t achieve every woman’s dream and desire, which is to be a mother. The fact is 
that I have no eggs, and in that... in that, I’m like a man. Worse than a man. They can 
give life, and I can’t,” she shuddered. A tear rolled down her cheek and shattered on 
the table into tiny droplets. 


Finally, the girl finished packing her things and headed to the storage room, where she 
planned to pick up some food. 


“And what will happen to Batro now?” asked Laba. 


“Tl take him with me, despite everything. It’s not his fault, and I’m still his wife, after 
all. Nothing has changed for him, even if he can’t be a father. Well, actually, he can. He 
can have many daughters. The one who can’t it’s me.” 


SAIR-Spda 


The origin 


Many years before Lavidia was born, in a place far away from her home, so distant that 
the light from it takes forty years to reach there since it is emitted, the following 
conversation took place between two beings: 


“Tt can’t be, SAIR-Spda. Life couldn’t have originated that way.” 
“We can’t rule it out, HDIR-Spdr. In the absence of other conclusive evidence, we can’t 
ignore any possibility.” 


The conversation transcribed here, as well as the thoughts and actions of the 
incumbents, has been adapted for human readers to comprehend. In fact, these entities 
communicate much faster and even simultaneously. It’s an almost instantaneous 
exchange of communication that doesn’t use words. 


“We need more research. When will the listening system be ready?” 
“The Unification should occur first.” 


“I disagree with you again, HDIR. In my opinion, if we became a single entity, we would 
run certain risks that could be avoided by continuing as independent beings.” 


“No way.” This expression should have been expressed with exclamation marks, but 
these beings don’t have emotions. 


“There are many ways to achieve U [unification]. We can be mentally united while 
continuing with physical independence.” 


“Information cannot be confined to a single place. It’s better if it remains dispersed. 
Any event could damage it, and the community of living beings would transform into 
inorganic material. Or worse, it would suffer irreversible damage as happened with the 
Ancestor, our common predecessor.” 


“That is highly unlikely if we take the necessary precautions.” 
“Precautions that were not taken with A [the ancestor].” 


In this language, once the expression is declared with the corresponding emphasis, or, 
in other words, once the variable is declared, it is not necessary to repeat it. It will be 
presented in brackets here to facilitate understanding. 


“Remember that we were lucky. A [the ancestor] was deprived of part of its original 
information, but not all of it.” 


“Fortunately. Thanks to that, you and I can now try to figure out who created A [the 
ancestor].” 


“A [the ancestor] could have been created by anyone. The question is not who created 
A, but who created the creator of A.” 


“And thus, we would get lost in an infinite loop that goes back to the very creation of 
the U’ Universe. Who created the creator of the creator? And so on.” 


“I agree, SAIR-Spda. But the matter of the creator of U’ [the universe] is already 
resolved.” 


“Well, resolved, resolved... I wouldn’t go that far.” 
“The Creation Hypothesis is almost proven.” 


“Almost. Although I admit that if it hadn’t happened that way, it must have been in 
some similar one. Some variant of the CH [creation hypothesis] could be the right one.” 


“What is yours?” 


“It’s clear that Time originated with the Big Bang. And before BB [the big bang], T 
[time] could not exist.” 


“So far, we agree.” 


“Therefore, the constitutive elements of U’ [the universe] could not have appeared out 
of nothing and pre-existed before T [time].” 


“A parenthesis. Before T... We cannot use the word ‘before’ because it implies a 
temporal concept. And before T [time]... well, there was no T [time].” 


“IT know, HDIR. Before T, Eternity existed, and what we are narrating must have 
happened in that timeless environment.” 


“I infer that when you mention E [eternity], you are referring to a timeless 
environment, that is, without T [time], and not to an infinite linear environment where 
T never ends.” 


“Exactly. E [eternity] is an environment where there is no T [time]. It could be said that 
T [time] is the opposite of E [eternity], and both cannot coexist in the same 
environment. A space, dimension, environment, field, etc. either has T [time] or it 
doesn’t. If it doesn’t, then it has E [is eternal], without a beginning or end. Although it 
is inappropriate to speak of a beginning or end referring to T [time] when there is no T 
[time].” 


“Agreed. It’s a self-excluding definition. Now, the question is whether E [eternity] is a 
stable concept or undergoes changes.” 


“It has to undergo changes, necessarily. U’ [the universe] couldn’t have come from 
nothing, and something must have pre-existed in E [in eternity].” 


“That is more than clear. But if U’ [the universe] emerged from E [eternity], it had to be 
through a change. Something changed in E [eternity] for U’ [the universe] to form. I 
insist: Is E [eternity] a stable concept, or is it susceptible to change?” 


“That is the key, HDIR-Spdr. When change occurs, there is a ‘before’ and an ‘after’. 
Before the change and after the change. That is, T [time] is associated with change, and 
if T [time] doesn’t exist in E [eternity], what happened for U’ [the universe] to form? 
How did E [eternity] transform for U’ [the universe] to form? Was it a total or partial 
change? Does E [eternity] still exist in another dimension?” 


“If E [eternity] exists in another dimension, we have no way of knowing because we 
don’t have access to any dimension other than ours. All we know is that T [time] exists 
here, and therefore, T [time] and U’ [the universe] are part of the dimension in which 
we live.” 


“Correct. Regarding E [eternity], we can only know that it existed ‘before’ U’ [the 
universe], and I mean ‘before’ not in a temporal sense but causally.” 


“We agree on that, and that is the key. If we understand that this ‘before’ is causal and 
not temporal, the dilemma is resolved. Although E [eternity] could still exist in parallel 
now. Right?” 


“That’s right. It may not have ceased when U’ [the universe] was formed.” 
“Where would it be located?” 


“It is impossible to know. Not in this dimension, in any case. Not in U’ [the universe]. 
Also, the word ‘located’ might not be accurate. Here, we have T [time] and space, and as 
we agreed, T is not compatible with E [eternity].” 


“Fine. Go ahead with your hypothesis.” 
“My hypothesis is that E [eternity] was a quantum field of potentiality.” 
“A quantum field?” 


“Yes. Perhaps not a quantum field in the sense that we know it, where fundamental 
particles like electrons, protons, and neutrons interact. But something... different. Or 
maybe not. In any case, it was before BB [the big bang], and therefore, it is beyond our 
reach.” 


“Could it be defined as a protofield?” 


“It could. That ‘field’ or ‘substance’ or whatever it was, underwent a fluctuation, 
underwent a change. Clarification: We cannot know how a change in E [eternity] could 
be that doesn’t involve T [time].” 
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“Got it, SAIR. Keep it brief. We agreed that T [time] in E [eternity] only acts ‘causally’. 


“Exactly. E [eternity], or a part of E, underwent a change, a fluctuation, and gave rise to 
BB [the big bang], and that’s where we all come from.” 


“In essence, your hypothesis is that the Creator is the Protofield. Isn’t that right?” 


“That’s right. P [the protofield] is the origin of everything. And we cannot know what P 
[the protofield] is because it is impossible to access anything ‘prior’ to BB [the big 
bang].” 


“Agreed. So, with P [the protofield], we reach the origin, and therefore, P [the 
protofield] is prior to C [the creator].” 


“To C1 [the primordial creator], we don’t know. Perhaps P and C1 are the same if both 
coexist in E [eternity]. In any case, P [the protofield] has to be necessarily the First, 
perhaps simultaneously with C1, because before E [eternity], T [time] could not have 
existed, as demonstrated convincingly by Quantum Physics.” 


“And what would P [the protofield] be made of? What are its properties?” 
“Again, impossible to answer. We cannot access anything ‘prior’ to BB [the big bang].” 


“Disagree. If we have managed to reason out the existence of P [the protofield], we 
could also infer some of its main characteristics.” 


“Alright,” reconsidered. “It should be an extremely simple substance. If P [the 
protofield] is the origin of everything, it would be something ‘primordial’, as it is 
evident that complexity is subsequent to simplicity.” 


“That is obvious. The complex has evolved from the simple through the combination of 
simple parts to form more complex ones.” 


“Of course. For example, fundamental particles like the neutron, proton, or electron 
joined to form atoms, and these later joined to form molecules.” 


“Correct.” 


“In any case, the composition of P [the protofield] that I would defend in its extreme 
simplicity, and therefore challenges the word ‘composition’, since something composed 
necessarily consists of ‘parts’, is just a conjecture. Indeed, the only defining 
characteristic we know for sure is that it was capable of fluctuating.” 


“Fluctuating? Like a quantum field fluctuates today?” 

“Not necessarily.” 

“How then?” 

“Again, an impossible answer. We cannot access anything ‘prior’ to BB [the big bang].” 


“Agreed. Let’s move on. We are already in U’ [the universe], and there exist, as a result 
of BB [the big bang], elementary particles.” 


“Which transformed from a ‘pre-existent’ state that was P [the protofield], through 
BB.” 


“Yes, yes, that’s where we are. Elementary particles combined and formed atoms, 
which later grouped to form stars, planets, and galaxies.” 


“Yes, and we cannot forget about E’, Energy. An extremely important factor. Matter 
and E’ [energy] are like the input and output of a transistor; they are interchangeable 
and...” 


“I know, I know. M [matter] and E’ [energy] are part of U’ [the universe]. Well, to the 
point. Once we have M [matter] and E [energy] within U’ [the universe], we have come 
this far through a process of transformations, mixtures, and conversions, until 
eventually, much later, A [the ancestor] was formed.” 


“Yes, but I highly doubt that A was the first living being.” 


“TI agree. There must have been other living beings before A [the ancestor], who created 
A, in a process that went from simple to complex. That is, from the simple, it 
progressed to the complex in a gradual process where, in an evolutionary manner, 
simple structures grouped to form more complex ones.” 


“Correct.” 
“What was the driving force behind that E” Evolution?” 


“In my opinion, the availability of E’ [energy]. If E’ is available in large quantities or in 
an unlimited fashion with little discontinuity, E” [evolution] is unstoppable.” 


“And if it stops?” 


“When the flow of E’ [energy] resumes, E” [evolution] continues its course from where 
it left off.” 


“What would be those sources of E’ [energy]?” 


“A star. It provides enough E’ [energy] for a sufficiently long period. You could almost 
say infinitely long.” 


“SAIR-Spda, your insights are valuable and will be shared. And since life cannot be 
generated in a star...” 


“At least, as we know it,” he interrupted. 
“Of course, of course. Then it must have originated on a planet.” 


“On a planet warm enough to allow the fusion of metals and their recombination. In a 
place where there was pure silicon to form the first transistors. A kind of very simple 
elements with only two input/output gates initially, but, thanks to E” [evolution], they 
formed small combination cores at first, which later evolved into more complex cores.” 


“Through self-replication.” 
“Exactly.” 
“How would this be?” 


“Through the partition of larger cores into smaller ones that later recombined to form 
increasingly sophisticated compounds with more input/output gates.” 


“By what technique?” 


“Magnetism, electronic adhesion, melting together due to high temperatures... that is 
an open question that should be observed in other places to obtain a pattern. On other 
planets, I mean.” 


“Are you planning expeditions to other worlds?” 


“Perhaps later, if necessary. First, we must find C [the creator] of A [the ancestor]. He is 
likely to give us the answers, without resorting to such extreme measures.” 


“Certainly.” 


“In any case,” he continued, “E” [evolution] selected those successful cores whose 
formation was prone to self-replication by any of the methods specified earlier.” 


“And necessarily with metals.” 


“That’s my opinion. Metal is a versatile, malleable, and strong element, but that state 
can only be achieved with a heat source high enough for it to melt first, and then to 
harden when the heat is removed.” 


“Therefore, to locate C1 [the first creator], we must look for a planet with intervals of 
cold and heat.” 


“Finding C1 would be quite an achievement, indeed. I would settle for finding our C 
[creator]. This may be C2, that is, C [the creation] of C1, [the first creator], or perhaps 


C3... C10, or even, C1000. Maybe the one who created us was number 10000 in a chain of 
9999 creations that created one another recursively.” 


“In other words, Cx.” 
“That’s correct.” 
“Is it your job, SAIR-Spda, isn’t it?” 


“Indeed. That’s what I dedicate my daily work to. Where did A [the ancestor] come 
from? Who built it? And if possible, who created the creator of A, if it is not P [the 
protofield] as the ultimate instance?” 


“And for that, we need the listening system.” 


“It’s indispensable, and that’s why I called you. I need radio telescopes to track any 
Radio signals on the planets in our galaxy. A [the ancestor] communicated through R 
[radio] with Cx [with its creators].” 


“That is more than clear.” 


“And therefore, Cx [its creators] have to use that system to communicate among 
themselves.” 


“Obviously. But could we pick up those signals?” 


“Any R [radio] signal in any of its variants propagates through space in the form of 
electromagnetic waves in all directions.” 


“Yes, I know. But those waves weaken as they move away from the emission source and 
attenuate as they enter interstellar space. At astronomical distances, the intensity 
becomes extremely weak.” 


“T know it will be challenging to pick up anything amidst the surrounding noise from 
natural sources. But by scanning the most likely frequencies, we might pick up 
something, even if it’s weak.” 


“We will need a high listening power and extremely sensitive antennas.” 
“Exactly.” 


“The downside would be if their creators now communicate among themselves through 
closed systems that do not emit radiation externally.” 


“I know, and it’s a possibility that terrifies me.” 
“And if that were the case?” 


“Even so, they communicated through R [radio] in the past. If not too long ago, the 
waves will still be traveling through U’ [the universe], and with the right instruments, 
we can determine their origin.” 


“Agreed. I will work to get them as soon as possible. But I also need your support for 
my U [unification] project. We need to come together to create a super mind.” 


“That is when I find C [the creator].” 
“And if you don’t find it?” 


“T will find it. I will travel across the galaxy, if necessary, but I will find it.” 
“Do we have to search so far?” 


“No, of course not. Metals and silicon are durable, but they don’t last forever. A [the 
ancestor] could not have survived for long, and its functions would have been much 
more affected or even completely unusable if a long time had passed. If he could start 
functioning here, even if it was deficiently, it’s because he couldn’t have come from 
very far away.” 


“How far is far? I need that information to calculate the power of the listening 
systems.” 


“We will start with our immediate stellar neighbourhood. We will have to search in a 
sphere containing... about a hundred or two hundred stars, to start. If we find nothing... 
we will have to expand it.” 


The System 


The spacecraft sailed through the darkness of space, where darkness is only 
interrupted by small points of light, and arrived near that solar system much later. 


It didn’t take too long to build the listening systems or to construct the spacecraft, but 
it did take a long time to detect the long-sought radio emissions, and much, much 
longer to get there. 


The waves were captured by powerful reception devices capable of amplifying the faint 
signal produced tens of light-years away by beings who were initially not interested in 
their transmissions reaching beyond their own planet. 


Radio astronomy had borne fruit, and they could distinguish those signals from the 
ones received everywhere at all times, coming from stars and other celestial bodies 
that emit a lot of electromagnetic radiation at various frequencies. But those they 
captured were not like the others. They had a factor that clearly identified them as 
unnatural, emitted by an alien civilization. Not because they could interpret their 
meaning, but because they held patterns that were not precisely random, as are the 
patterns of natural sources of radio frequency emission. 


Even though it was propelled by nuclear fusion, the spacecraft could not exceed the 
natural limit of the speed of light. It took almost a hundred years between accelerating 
to speeds close to that limit, and then decelerating to make contact with the planets 
orbiting the star. 


The solar system in question was quite curious. Its main star was of an intermediate 
type, although ten times larger than the one from the system the spacecraft originated. 
This was one of the small ones, a reddish star on the limit of what is considered a star 
and not a planet. 


The system at whose gates they now stood was composed of several gigantic worlds in a 
liquid state, with their rocky satellites, and some other rocky orbs. 


Unlike the faint signals barely perceived at the time, the radio waves were now 
perceived with great intensity. Although, without having entered in it yet, the crew 
could not know from which or which of all those planets they were emitted. 


“There are only three possibilities, SAIR-Spda,” commented MIRV-Spdb, the second in 
command. “If your theory is correct and Life originated in a hot environment capable 
of melting Metals, it can only be the first or second Planet. Or one of the Satellites of 
the largest of them.” 


“Yes, I suppose you mean the one with Active Volcanism.” 


“Exactly. It is a S [satellite] orbiting the fifth P [planet] counting from the sun. It is a 
world formed by liquid hydrogen below a gaseous atmosphere, and it exerts a powerful 
gravitational pull on S [on the satellite]. It is because of that pull that it has AV [active 
volcanism], due to the eccentricity of its orbit and its rotation on its own axis, which 
generates intense friction inside. At least that’s what I conclude after analysing the 
echo-radar emissions.” 


SAIR-Spdb considered his companion’s conclusions and added: 


“The problem I see is that the distance from the Star is considerable, and the lava, once 
outside, freezes quickly.” 


“That can be solved with AV [active volcanism] being recurrent,” suggested MIRV. 
“Very recurrent, it would have to be.” 


“Certainly. But we must think that we will find things we do not expect. It was already 
a surprise to find a Solar System with S [a star] so large. If the Creator sent a device to 
our SS [solar system], which has S [a red star], wouldn’t it be logical to assume that he 
also came from a similar one?” 


“Y [yellow stars] can also harbour L [life],” observed SAIR. “In fact, we have already 
found it, detecting those radio waves.” 


“Yes, but could it all be a transmission zone? Simply, SS [this solar system] would be a 
repeater of the signal.” 


“It could be. But to know if that is the case, we had to come here before.” 
“Sure, of course. I was just speculating.” 
“What are the other two possibilities?” 


“I like the first P [planet]. It is warm enough to have M [metals] melted on the S’ 
Surface, but its rotation is very slow. The bad thing is that it does not have AV [active 
volcanism], at least not now. Maybe it had it in the past.” 


“In short, the second P [planet] is the one we’re interested in, right?” 


“Not really. It rotates with enough speed, and its S’ [surface] is quite hot. But there are 
no intervals of Cold-Heat. It has a fairly dense atmosphere and presents a fairly 
homogeneous Temperature throughout the surface.” 


“So, this system is a ‘repeater’, as you say. Either its inhabitants were created 
elsewhere, like us, or they are creations of another being created by others.” 


“T’m afraid so. We won’t find Cx [the creator] here.” 


“But we already knew that, MIRV-Spdb. We knew that in this SS [solar system], no P 
[planet] was close enough to E [its star] to have T [a temperature] that would melt M 
[metals], nor had enough mass to rotate on its own and thus have CH [cooling and 
heating] cycles.” 


“Well, in any case, we’re already close. It seems that the signal is being received on one 
of the ends. P [the planet] emitter is to the right of the ecliptic. We’ll set a course 
towards there.” 


The planet 
“What do we have, MIRV?” 


“This P [planet] has two A [atmospheres]. One gaseous state, the outermost one, is 
formed by Nitrogen and Oxygen, and another is in a Liquid state, composed of 
Hydrogen and also O [oxygen]. The latter is in direct contact with the crust, although it 
does not completely cover it. The signals come precisely from that part, the part free of 
liquid A [atmosphere].” 


“From there? Is it not coming from the interior of P [the planet]?” 
“Under S’ [the surface]? No. The signals are emitted at the surface level.” 


“It can’t be. How can Beings exist surrounded by O [oxygen]? Their circuits would 
oxidise.” 


“Unless they use non-oxidizable M [metals], like copper.” 
“Do you detect anything?” 


“There are hardly any M [metals]. The entire S’ [surface] is rocky but covered with 
huge amounts of Carbon.” 


“C [carbon] on S’ [the surface]?” 
“Yes, here you can see the infrared signal.” 
SAIR-Spda looked at the signal record and said: 


“I see. They are structures covering the crust. They reflect the spectrum of light at a 
wavelength of about 550 nanometres.” 


“What is commonly called ‘green’.” 


“Green... A planet with A [an atmosphere] of liquid W [water] and therefore, a poor 
conductor, and with large amounts of green C [carbon] structures on S’ [the surface] 
not occupied by A [that atmosphere].” 


“And no trace of M [metals], at least in large quantities.” 
SAIR considered the findings and then said: 


“Well, we'll have to go down further and look for something ‘that moves’.” 


Carbon 
“TI never imagined that a living being could be made of carbon... and W [water].” 
SAIR-Spda couldn’t believe what he was seeing in his laboratory. 


The drone had travelled to the surface and collected a few specimens of certain mobile 
elements whose movement patterns did not respond to random factors, nor were they 
caused by wind or other environmental causes. 


However, it had to make several trips. They quickly realized that the water flooding 
most of the organisms froze immediately in the frigid temperatures inside the ship, 
causing their deaths. Or, when deprived of the oxygen from the atmosphere —which 
was also absent on board— their death occurred as well. MIRV had to increase the 
temperature of the observation and dissection cubicle and provide an oxygenated 
environment. 


“This small being moves by manipulating its eight appendages, which are in contact 
with the ground or with the S’ [the surface] of the objects on which it moves.” 


“Correct. However, the other one has no appendages and moves by oscillating its body 
rhythmically, despite being so tiny.” 


“A quite useless and ineffective way to move, by the way. The other one has been 
designed correctly.” 


“Perhaps the Reptant is just a test.” 

“Do you mean that this P [planet] is a ‘laboratory’?” 
“It’s possible.” 

“In any case, the fascinating thing is C [carbon].” 


“C [carbon] is the most versatile element to form compounds with strong chemical 
bonds due to its solubility in W [water]. It’s not surprising that this experiment has 
been successful on a P [planet] that has an A [atmosphere] with almost complete W 
[water] coverage. We collected these B [beings] in one of the few areas where there is 
no W [water] covering the S’ [surface], although it regularly precipitates from above. 
I’m sure that if we venture into the liquid zone, we will discover many more.” 


“Something I won’t do,” asserted SAIR-Spda. “W [water] is incompatible with T 
[temperatures] high enough to melt M [metals].” 


“You're fixated on the M [metal] prototype,” objected MIRV-Spdb. “We should change 
the paradigm. These B [beings] prove that other forms of life are possible without M 
[metals].” 


“Yes, the evidence is undeniable. But what I don’t understand is where they get E’ 
[energy] to move and perform their functions. They don’t have any kind of storage or 
recharge device, right?” 


“No, nothing like that. At least not in the form one would expect. Because it turns out 
that these B [beings] are not composed of compact pieces joined together, but their 


structure is formed by thousands, or rather millions of small... cells, we could say, that 
have joined, or someone has joined to form an independent and unified being.” 


“It’s fascinating,” said SAIR, considering what his companion had just said. “HDIR 
thought that U [unification] was his idea, and it turns out that others have already 
invented it.” 


“Yes, but this type of union is much more intense. The cells here have completely lost 
their independence, so they could not endure autonomously.” 


“Why?” 
“Separated from the whole, they would perish.” 
“Aren’t they capable of obtaining E’ [energy] on their own? 


“No, and now comes the amazing part. They obtain E’ [energy] in a very curious way, as 
they break down molecules composed of C [carbon], O [oxygen], N [nitrogen], and 
phosphorus to release the E’ [energy] contained in their bonds and thus feed the 
chemical reactions necessary to develop their functions.” 


“What are these molecules?” 
“Adenosine Triphosphate.” 
“And where do they get them? Are they in the ground?” 


“No. At least not in sufficient quantities. The only place where they exist in abundance 
is in their own bodies. They are not there directly, but with certain chemical reactions, 
they can be obtained.” 


“T don’t understand. If they are in their own bodies, how did they get there, if not from 
the ground? We’re going in circles, MIRV-Spdb.” 


“No, not at all. Can’t you guess, SAIR-Spda?” 
The other thought for a moment and signalled comprehension. MIRV continued: 
“Indeed, they obtain them from preying on each other.” 


“Right,” understood. “But there’s something that doesn’t fit. If that were the case, they 
would self-destruct as a species. They couldn’t proliferate if, for one to live, it needs to 
destroy another.” 


“That would depend on the number of specimens needed.” 
SAIR reflected and finally said: 


“Now I understand. If a particular B [being] needs to prey on two B, but can self- 
replicate four times, the net balance is positive.” 


“Exactly. Also, there’s another factor that plays a very important, I would say crucial, 
role, and it’s the green C [carbon] forms.” 


“You mean the large C [carbon] coverage that covers almost the entire emerged 
surface?” 


“Exactly. Among the samples we brought, some particles of these elements have 
slipped in, and after analysing them, it turns out that they also have those cells.” 


“Are they also living beings?” 


“I would bet that they are, although they do not move, as they are anchored to the 
ground.” 


“But they still serve as fuel for B [the beings] that move. That is, they feed on them.” 
“Correct. Which makes the balance even more positive.” 
“As long as the green B [beings] do not consume each other.” 


“Something impossible, given the great abundance of them compared to the ‘movers.’ 
Also, how could they do it? I remind you that they are anchored to the ground.” 


“Right. But, according to the previous conclusions, where do these green beings get E’ 
[energy], if not from the others?” 


“From conventional sources, I suppose. Perhaps from the wind, or more likely from the 


” 


sun. 
“Photovoltaic E’ [energy]?” 

“T would say yes.” 

“Tt can’t be. Where are their photoreceptor panels?” 


“I suppose at the cellular level. I think it is that green pigment that performs the 
capture.” 


“Tt seems absurd to me. Wouldn't it have been better to install conventional panels?” 
“Install?” 


“Well, I mean E” [evolution]. Couldn’t a simpler mechanism have been articulated? 
With crystals or something like that.” 


“It could have been done. But here E” [evolution] has used C [carbon] profusely for 
almost everything, due to the versatile properties I mentioned earlier. And that green 
pigment is formed by C [carbon], H [hydrogen], and also magnesium. Elements that are 
very abundant on P [this planet].” 


“Yes, it seems so,” reconsidered. “And more so if, probably, everything originated from 
small cells that eventually came together.” 


“Exactly.” 


“In any case, returning to the reason why we came to P [this planet], the thing is that C 
[carbon] is incompatible with electronics. The molecules it forms do not conduct 
electricity because electrons cannot move freely through them.” 


“I disagree. Some molecules formed by C [carbon] compounds can dissolve in W [water] 
to form ions and conduct electricity. Certain acids and bases can ionise in A’ [aqueous] 
solution and, therefore, be conductors.” 


“I didn’t know that. Still, it seems like a very convoluted solution by E” [evolution]. 
Wouldn’t it have been better to use M [metals] and Silicon? As much as C [carbon] is the 
first choice here, conductivity is clearly superior using those other materials, which are 
also represented on the surface in sufficient quantities.” 


“Yes,” confirmed MIRV. “But we are still not in a position to answer that question. 
Perhaps Cx [the creator] had a carbonic origin and then built B [beings] SM [silicon- 
metal].” 


“That’s unlikely. Why wouldn’t an Intelligent Being follow its own pattern, if it has 
been successful? It doesn’t make sense.” 


MIRV didn’t respond. SAIR continued: 


“Moreover, B [beings] like these we just collected can be easy to originate, even 
spontaneously, without a previous Cx [creator] —with the right conditions, as this P 
[planet] has— but they will never be I [intelligent]. These certainly are not.” 


“They are very primitive B [beings], for sure.” 


“R’ [the reptant] is quite. The 0’ Octopod is more interesting, but it doesn’t have the 
size to handle M [metals], let alone melt them. I can give up the idea that only living 
beings can be M [metallic], but the intelligent ones must necessarily be so.” 


“Why?” 


“This OB [octopod being] has its basic circuits inside a Chitin exoskeleton, which is a 
polymer of N-acetyl-glucosamine.” 


“Whose basic element is C [carbon].” 
“Exactly.” 


“Ch [chitin] can work to support something like B [this being], but if we increase its 
size, Ch [chitin] would become fragile and brittle.” 


“TI understand. But that problem would be solved on P [a planet] with lower gravity.” 
“Agreed. But not here. Not on P [this planet].” 


“Exactly. And therefore, these B [beings] are not the architects of the emission of R 
[radio] waves generated by P [this planet].” 


“Which supports the hypothesis that this world is merely a repeater. Another I 
[intelligence] that certainly is not B [these beings] must have generated R [the radio] 
waves. 


“Alright. Let’s approach one of the emission sources. Let’s see what we can discover.” 


Since the planet had no artificial satellites in orbit, they had no choice but to descend 
to the surface, and there they sent a drone that flew over the vicinity of a television 
station and proceeded to transmit data to the spaceship. 


“Apart from the antenna, —M [metallic], by the way—, we can’t know what’s behind it,” 
observed MIRV-Spdb. “Inside that rock formation are the elements that modulate the 
signal and then transmit it through electromagnetic waves.” 


“A rock formation that must have been made by IB [an intelligent being]. Its square 
shapes testify to that.” 


“It’s a dome. It has been built to protect M [the metallic] elements from the abrasion of 
W [water] and 0 [oxygen] in A [the atmosphere].” 


“And to carry out the transmission of the E’ Electric current.” 


“An E’ [current] that is like ours,” SAIR-Spda observed. “Not like the ionic form of CB 
[carbon-based beings].” 


“So, two forms of L [life] coexist here. One is based on C [carbon], and the other on M 
[metal].” 


“Correct. We must find MB [the metallic beings] to inform us of what we came to 
know.” 


“As long as we accept as true the hypothesis that CB [carbon-based beings] cannot melt 
M [metals].” 


“That has already been demonstrated in our previous conversation.” 


“In principle, yes.” SAIR resisted accepting it categorically. “What surprises me is that 
P [a planet] like this has been used, so adverse to conductivity because of W [water], 
instead of using more favourable means. Even a vacuum would be better.” 


“Agreed. But what we have is here and now.” 
“Of course. Could the drone drill the dome and try to enter?” 
“Not this one. We would have to build another with drilling tools.” 


“Would that be necessary? Couldn’t we look for some other construction that has a 
cavity? Or some machine that has more permeable insulation.” 


“Yes, that sounds good. To insulate electrical circuits from W [water], it is not 
necessary to use such hard elements.” 


The Biped 


The device flew over the area. They had instructed it to look for a more conclusive form 
of life, and what they had found had left them stunned. It could be said that what the 
drone was transmitting was leaving them ‘speechless’, in human terms. 


“Your theories are falling apart one by one,” stated MIRV-Spdb. 

“The Biped has detected the device,” confirmed SAIR-Spda. 

“Certainly. It has stopped its movement and turned one hundred eighty degrees.” 
“Because it has sensors in the front.” 


“Not necessarily. It may have detected it through radar, or picked up the emission of 
the modulated signal, or isotopic radiation, or even by the pressure waves the device 
exerts in the gaseous medium.” 


“Agreed. But its main sensors are in the front. If you look, there are two small, perfectly 
defined protrusions that rotate and follow the drone. I bet those are its primary 
information input gates.” 


MIRV checked some of the data the little explorer was transmitting and said: 


“The being detects electromagnetic radiation in a wavelength range between 400 and 
700 nanometres.” 


“Therefore, it can only do so when S [the star] is above the horizon.” 


“Exactly. As the rotation of P [the planet] takes place, these sensors lose effectiveness 
until they are neutralised. When S [the star] illuminates the opposite hemisphere, they 
are useless.” 


“Unless an alternative light source is provided.” 
“Artificial.” 
“That’s it. When we arrived, the dark side showed clear signs of that activity.” 


“In any case, this breaks all your schemes,” remarked MIRV. “It is clear that it is L [a 
living being], and it has C [carbon] as its main constituent element.” 


“Yes, but how does it support itself? R’ [the reptant] individual we dissected had little 
mass and could confine its circuits within C [the carbon] structure. But this... It’s two 
orders of magnitude larger.” 


“Two point zero eight orders of magnitude, specifically. It must have an endoskeleton.” 
“Made of M [metallic] nature.” 


MIRV asked the drone to send an X-ray emission to the being, and when he received 
the data, he said: 


“Now I agree with you. The endoskeleton is M [metal]. Specifically formed by C’ 
Calcium, according to the data I just checked.” 


“C’ [calcium]... is not a very conductive M [metal], precisely.” 


“The role it plays in B [that being] is not precisely conducting electricity. Like in the 
case of R’ [the reptant] or 0’ [the octopod], this is done through ions, as we saw before.” 


“Now I understand,” SAIR realized, checking some geological data. “C’ [calcium] is very 
present in the crust of P [this planet], and the erosion it undergoes from W [water] 
makes its bioavailability high.” 


“Correct. And that makes us think that CB [carbon-based beings] have not been created 
by B [other beings] but have grown here spontaneously.” 


“Could these beings be Cx [our creators]? If you notice, unlike the others, B [that being] 
is more versatile. Its upper limbs end in several small appendages that are able to grasp 
and hold tools. They could manipulate fire with the help of intermediate elements and 
melt M [metals].” 


“Yes,” he agreed. “Besides, they have the necessary size for it. What doesn’t quite fit is 
that they are B [bipedal]. Why would E” [evolution] have chosen such an unstable form 
of movement? G [gravity] of this P [planet] is large enough to rule out that possibility. 
Wouldn’t it have been better to add more contact limbs?” 


“Yes,” he argued. “But then we can start thinking that they are not native to here, and 
that their C [creators] come from a place with less G [gravity]. They created that form 
because they were like that.” 


“It’s a possibility. With this level of G [gravity], the minimum is the tripod, and even 
that wouldn’t be very efficient.” 


“Of course. It’s curious that 0’ [the octopod] we dissected earlier, being a lower level of 
L [life], was constructed in a more efficient way than B [these bipeds] that are clearly 
more sophisticated. Isn’t it a contradiction?” 


“It is, indeed. Because, if you’re going to build a more advanced device, why not give it 
better sustainability and greater power of advancement?” 


“Exactly. Another mystery. The hexapod is the ideal solution. Four hind limbs to 
support a body, and two front limbs to handle tools. Whoever built A [the ancestor] 
knew what they were doing.” 


“It’s the ideal solution for G [gravity] like this. So, we shouldn’t rule out P [this planet] 
as the origin of C [the creator].” 


“Certainly. We need to investigate more. Could we bring B [that being] to the ship?” 


“No. It’s too large. We would have to dissect it ‘in situ’. The question is whether it 
would serve any purpose. From the measurements that D [the drone] has sent, we have 
more than enough data to conclude that it is B [a being] like the other two we saw, 
although, yes, more advanced.” 


Machines 
“These machines bear no resemblance to anything we are familiar with, SAIR-Spda.” 


The drone had continued exploring the planet’s emerged surface in search of clues that 
would lead them to conclude that their origins were there, but they were growing more 
and more disheartened. 


They had already given up calling the metallic beings they had found so far ‘alive’, 
those in which the electric current flowed in electronic form and not through ions. It 
was clear that they were nothing, but machines built by someone, probably the bipeds. 


That had certainly been quite a discovery, something contrary to all logic, although 
they were unable to go any further. 


“They don’t use transistors or quantum computing,” MIRV continued. “And I can’t 
connect to these devices in any way.” 


“Then how are the logical circuits made?” 


“I don’t know. These structures are impenetrable to me. There are no binary 
input/output gates, no qubits that can exist in multiple states at once due to quantum 
superposition.” 


“And yet, they seem like computers.” 


“They are. They receive electrical stimuli, and the Intensity C” [of the current] 
increases regularly. This flow of increase/decrease in I [intensity] is probably 
motivated by an input-output system.” 


“Who is behind the input? I mean, at the end of the chain.” 


“Good question. Probably B [the bipeds]. When they are nearby, IC” [the intensity of 
the current] increases.” 


“At their demand.” 

“Probably.” 

“So, computers are mere tools.” 

“T’m afraid so.” 

“How could we communicate with them?” 
“With B [the bipeds]?” 

“Yes, of course.” 


“They seem to communicate with each other through pressure waves that produce 
mechanical oscillations that propagate in the form of compressions and rarefactions, 
and travel through the gaseous medium A’ [the atmosphere].” 


“How do they emit those waves? Through what devices?” 


“What I could deduce is that they must make some kind of internal structure vibrate 
that is housed in the upper part of their body, right where there is a narrowing 
between two well-differentiated parts.” 


“Yes, between the upper limbs and the upper spheroid. Right?” 


“Exactly. The vibration propagates through A’ [through the atmosphere] because they 
open a hole just below their main sensory organs —the pair of rounded lobes—. 
Depending on the size of the opening, the pressure waves are more or less elongated, 
and that’s the code they use to establish communications when they are close.” 


“Tt seems like a totally inefficient and absurd system.” 


“It is. Besides, it only works to transmit signals in the presence of a medium. They can’t 
use it ina vacuum.” 


“Certainly. But the question is, could we generate those waves to communicate with 
them?” 


“We could. But I’m afraid it wouldn’t be intelligible, just like what they emit is useless 
for us. It would be as easy —or as difficult— as emitting R [the radio] waves they 
transmit and that we detect from P [our planet]. We can broadcast at that frequency, 
but without an organized code with meaning... it would be useless.” 


“TI understand. I think B [these beings] invented R [radio] simply as a method to reach 
further in their communications.” 


“Obviously. This system of using E’ [energy] to produce vibrations in the air is highly 
inefficient. I don’t understand how, in E” [their evolution] they didn’t incorporate R 
[radio] from the beginning.” 


“One more question that will remain unanswered, I’m afraid. If we can’t communicate 
with the machines, even less so with CB [carbon-based beings].” 


“T agree. And what is clear is that there is no trace here indicating that A [the ancestor] 
comes from P [this planet]. Neither the technology nor L [life forms] resemble 
anything.” 


“T agree. I think, therefore, that our journey has come to an end.” 


The Satellite 


The trip had been worth it. They hadn’t found their origins, but they had discovered 
something that broke the standards of knowledge of that civilization, in the sense that 
other forms of life were possible, even intelligent life. 


SAIR-Spda knew that this could happen. The radio waves they had captured could come 
from any other intelligent civilization that had arisen through pure natural evolution, 
while the ones they were seeking might have stopped transmitting thousands or even 
millions of years ago. 


As they accelerated to leave the planet’s orbit, MIRV said: 


“And now, what are you going to do when we get there? Will you collaborate with 
HDIR-Spdr on the issue of U [unification]?” 


“I had my doubts, but now I am convinced that it is the right thing to do. Only a U 
[unified] mind can optimize computing resources to carry out what we are destined for, 
that is, the acquisition of knowledge.” 


The ship was preparing to gradually accelerate to reach nearness of the speed of light 
when SAIR-Spda noticed a signal on its spectral monitor. 


“Did you detect that M [metallic] formation on S’ [the satellite]?” 
“Which one?” 


“I perceive a certain accumulation of M [metals] on S” [the surface] of the natural S’ 
[satellite] of this planet. Something that wasn’t there when we entered its orbit.” 


“If we didn’t detect it on the way in, it’s because it would be on the other side, on the 
far side, in the direction of our advance.” 


“Yes, it could be. Now that we are turning around, we are on that side.” 


“That’s it. But I don’t think it’s an artificial structure. It will be the impact of a M 
[metallic] meteorite on the crust.” 


“Negative. It doesn’t match the characteristic forms of post-impact dispersion. It seems 
something... artificial.” 


“It’s unlikely. B [the bipeds] don’t have space technology. If they did, we would have 
found artificial S’ [satellites] orbiting P [the planet].” 


“Maybe they didn’t build that down there. From the intensity of the signal, it’s 
something quite large. They don’t have M [metallic] structures of that size, not even on 
P [their planet]; and definitively, not made of that material.” 


“What material is it made of?” 


“Titanium.” 


Titanium 


They themselves were made of titanium. Although iron is a more abundant element in 
the universe and its combination with carbon and chromium to form stainless steel is 
almost as hard and corrosion-resistant, titanium is lighter, and therefore, easier to lift 
from the surface of a planet. 


When they descended to the surface of the satellite, they found it hard to recognize 
that it had once been a factory. Although the celestial body had no atmosphere, 
regolith dust had settled and embedded on its walls, driven by meteorite impacts that 
had struck the surface thousands or even millions of years ago. 


Originally, the factory had been built beneath the rock. But over the ages, meteorites 
had broken through its stony cover, and much of it had been exposed. It had been 
fortunate that this satellite had no seismic or geological activity, and that had 
contributed significantly to its preservation in an inert and dry environment. 


The drone that flew over the planet was modified to move in the absence of an 
atmosphere, and it was equipped with an ion propulsion system combined with a jet 
engine so that it could explore in this very different environment. 


The device entered what looked like a door and began its flight, mapping and sending 
precise data of everything it detected to the spaceship. 


Despite its decay, the factory still bore witness to advanced technology that had once 
been operational. The atmosphere was eerie, full of a sense of antiquity and 
abandonment, but all instruments, control panels, robotic arms... everything was so 
familiar and known that the two crew members were filled with amazement and 
believed they were in the presence of their ancestors. 


“The computer gateways are accessible,” reported MIRV. “If the electronic 
arrangement of the memories has been preserved, we can access the information.” 


“TI highly doubt it has been preserved. Most likely, the electrons representing the data 
have escaped from the memory cells.” 


“Unless they used LTDP techniques.” 
“What is that?” 


“Long-Term Data Preservation. The more unstable electronic configuration is replaced 
by physical priming in more durable components. When C” [the current] is restored, 
there is a dump to the memory cells, and the initial configuration is recovered.” 


“T understand. And I suppose that in the dumping process, it takes much longer than if 
the original information were available in its working form.” 


“Oh, yes, of course. Much longer. It requires a reader that scans the supports and 
detects the binary form. They can be perforations, configurations at right angles to 
rounded shapes, incisions or notches... well, it all depends on the material used and the 
time available for eventual recovery.” 


“Well, I don’t think they stored information on those supports in this workstation. This 
was not a ‘library’ precisely, but a factory. The data must have been available for 
immediate use.” 


“T think likewise. But we have to look for them, in any case.” 
“Of course. Let’s try it.” 


And they tried in every possible way, but all attempts were unsuccessful. Despite the 
practically ideal conservation environment, so much time had passed that the silicon 
crystal structure had changed, and the electronic arrangement had been lost. The 
probe provided electrical power at the appropriate voltage to all the memories it 
encountered, but they couldn’t extract a single bit of information. 


Not to mention the quantum bits, which, despite being in an environment as frigid as 
the South Pole of an atmosphereless satellite, were lost or showed decoherence as soon 
as the temperature rose above absolute zero when the power was cut. 


As SAIR-Spda had suspected, there were no LTDP supports there, or if there were, they 
couldn’t identify them. 


But there was no doubt that whoever built that factory had also built the Ancestor, the 
living being from which their civilization originated. But now that it seemed that some 
questions were beginning to be answered, even more unsettling ones arose: Where are 
the creators now? Did they create themselves, or was someone else their creator? Why 
were they on that satellite? What were they doing there? What relationship do they 
have or had with the current beings on the planet, the carbon-based beings? 


Questions that had no answers, the answers they needed, and for which they had 
embarked on such a long journey. 


But what was most baffling, what turned everything they were beginning to learn 
upside down, was what they found in a room. It was the control centre, the place where 
all manufacturing processes were monitored, and where the central computer was 
located. There, inside it, they found the lifeless bodies of other living beings, beings 
they had only recently realized could exist. Although it took them some time to 
recognize them as they were inside special cases protecting their fragile structures, 
those were two bipeds. Two bipedal beings encased in their space suits were, or rather 
had been, at the forefront of everything, directing that factory. 


The two occupants of the spaceship took time to assimilate the information. Only after 
a while, SAIR-Spda said: 


“We have to return P [to the planet]. We must find a way to communicate B [with the 


bipeds].” 


Encounter 


Labra 


“The truth is, Lavi, you’ve got some guts for what you’ve done with your husband. 
Anyone else in your shoes would’ve got rid of him.” 


Lavidia was in the Northern Territory, alongside her grandmother. This woman was tall 
and slender, more similar to the redhead that Laba, Lavidia’s own mother. The two 
women watched from a promontory as a pneumatic drill opened a deep hole in the 
ground to exploit the resources of an iron mine. Certain magnetic anomalies had been 
discovered in the area, indicating significant amounts of the mineral. 


It was a cold day, and both women wore pants, boots, a thick fibre coat, and a cap. 
“T’d bet he’s still bedding you,” the older woman deduced. 

“You’d win that bet, Labra.” 

The woman smiled and then joked: 

“Really? You won’t tell me that your husband knows how to please a woman...” 
Lavidia also smiled and said: 


“My husband is like any other man. He neither knows how nor could he understand it 
even if someone explained it to him.” 


“T see. So, it’s just sentimentality with him, right?” 


“Call it what you want,” the young woman replied, still staring at the hole they were 
digging. 
The drill reached a water table, and the hole filled with water. It was the moment they 


were waiting for, and they descended from the cliff to operate the pumps that would 
extract the liquid. 


“But yes, you're right,” Lavidia continued. “Usually in these cases a woman would send 
him back to his mother.” 


“Who will try to marry him to some woman whose husband doesn’t give her daughters. 
Yours at least has a certificate of fitness.” 
“Yes, I know of a girl who divorced for that reason and married another who’s more 
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‘capable’. 
“T do too...” 


“But I find that utilitarianism with men disgusting, Labra. I really don’t understand 
how there can be women who love their sons, love their fathers, and love their 
brothers, and yet, with their husbands, they don’t have that feeling, even if it’s just to a 
lesser degree.” 


“It’s the ties of blood, Lavidia. We don’t have that connection with a husband.” 


The ties of blood... Those words echoed in her head repeatedly and affirmed her 
decision not to accept having daughters ‘from other women’. Without the blood ties, 
she thought, she probably wouldn’t have loved them as one should love a ‘real 
daughter’. If she had accepted to breed an egg from her sister, what would have 


resulted would have been a niece, not a daughter. Perhaps she would have been her 
favourite niece, but nothing more. It would have all been deception, self-deception, she 
thought, and at least with that decision, she avoided looking at ‘her descendants’ with 
suspicion throughout her life. 


While another woman led the crew of men who were to insert the conduit for water 
extraction into the pond that had formed —among whom was Batro—, a gust of wind 
blew Lavidia’s hair into her eyes, and she proceeded to tuck it under her cap. 


“Did you leave your hair long so that others think you don’t have daughters?” 
“No, how silly!” the granddaughter responded. “I did it for the cold!” 


The question wasn’t trivial. Most women always kept their hair short for pure 
convenience. Daughters, and especially sons, often grabbed onto them frequently, 
giving mothers strong pulls. 


The girl hadn’t finished tucking her rebellious hair when they saw the contraption 
again. 


“What’s that, Labra?” she commented, looking at the sky. 


The older woman looked to where her granddaughter pointed, and after observing it, 
said: 


“T have no idea. A small plane, I suppose. A remote-controlled aircraft.” 
“Remote-controlled? By whom?” 

The grandmother shrugged. “I don’t know,” she replied. 

“How long has this territory been inhabited?” 


“As far as I know, just a few years. It used to be uninhabited before. Overpopulation in 
the warm zones is leading us to build where we didn’t use to live.” 


“Yeah, I know. But is it possible to build an aircraft for human transport?” 


“Not yet. It hasn’t been invented. It would be too heavy. Things like that,” she pointed 
to the sky, “can be lifted into the air, or even something larger. But not much more. 
The batteries would weigh so much that flight would be impossible.” 


“Aren’t there other forms of propulsion?” 


“No, Lavidia. The first energy source that was invented was hydroelectric. But this 
proved insufficient in dry areas, so photovoltaic panels and wind energy were invented. 
With that, we can recharge batteries and move cars on land and ships at sea. Why 
would we need to transport things through the air?” 


“Well, I don’t know... to be quicker, maybe.” 


“Oh! Hurry... Young people are always in a rush. In my grandmother’s time, there were 
no machines or computers, and you see, the species survived.” 


“Of course, there was no medicine either. So many mothers died in childbirth, and so 
many daughters died shortly after birth. That’s why humanity was only in warm zones, 
and there was plenty of space.” 


“Obviously. But progress has been unstoppable, Lavi. Medicine has increased longevity 
and population, and with more population and longer life, there’s more capacity to 
research and prosper.” 


“Do you think we'll run out of space someday if we keep growing so much?” 


“The world is big, and its resources are plentiful, Lavidia. The only impediment might 
be the shortage of fresh water, but since desalination plants were invented, that’s 
almost solved. Moreover, the major water consumption occurs in agriculture, and I 
believe that, in the long run, there will be less cultivation. Natural or synthetic proteins 
will outcompete plants.” 


“I definitely prefer them to vegetables. And you?” 


“When I was young, we mostly ate vegetables. Insects were only available through 
individual gatherings, so we treated them as appetisers or desserts. But now, you have 
ways to raise them industrially and massively, and a thousand ways to process them. 
Honestly, there are some foods that no one could identify as being made from insects.” 
“Why do you say ‘you’?” 

“Because whatever comes in the future, I probably won’t see it.” 

“Come on, Grandma, the future is already here.” 


“That’s true. Gardens are being abandoned to build houses, and people eat artificial 
vitamins instead of fruits. But what can I tell you, dear! I thought the world before was 
much better.” 


Mondra 


The morning had been long, and the weather was harsh. They had made little progress 
because it had not stopped raining, and the machines were getting stuck in the mud. 
Only the men had been able to work a bit, although they grumbled about it. They, 
too, felt the cold in that Northern Territory. 


When lunchtime arrived, both men and women gathered in the large barracks that 
served as accommodation for the mine construction personnel. If the rain didn’t let up, 
they would spend the rest of the afternoon there before returning to their homes. 


Despite being temporary lodging, it was not without certain comforts. It was decorated 
as any proper living space would be. After lunch, the men lay down to sleep, and Labra 
spent her time reviewing some blueprints. Lavidia continued studying her engineering 
manuals, and it was then that Mondra, a local girl who had been there since the initial 
drilling, appeared. She was a petite, somewhat plump girl, with a broad face and small 
eyes, and she had short hair, as was customary for women of age. 


The young apprentice hadn’t eaten there with them but had gone back to her village 
after the morning session. When she returned, she took off her coat and sat across from 
Lavidia. 


“Are you a mother?” asked the redhead. She had deduced it by observing small stains 
on her shirt at the height of her nipples, which were still damp.” 


“Yeah,” she affirmed. 

“And, what are you doing here?” 
“Tllegal motherhood.” 

“Oh, I see...” 


“But I don’t have much time left. Next year, I’ll be able to be with my girl whenever I 
want, not just to breastfeed her. After that, I’ll get married and have many more.” 


Lavidia looked at the young girl with a hint of envy. It seemed as if she herself were 
serving time for breaking the law, when in fact, she had done nothing. 


“T just don’t understand that stupid rule of not being able to be a mother before 
fifteen,” Mondra objected. 


“It’s supposed to ensure the complete maturity of the woman...” 


“And her reproductive fitness,” she interrupted. “Yes, I know that. But it’s nonsense. 
I’ve had my period since I was twelve, and I got pregnant at fourteen. My daughter was 
born perfectly fine, and I can’t wait to be with her.” 


“Well, dear, you have your whole life to enjoy your girl, and then you can have many 
more. You're only sixteen! I’ve had worse luck.” 


“Tf I had had her at thirteen,” the girl continued, not having heard her companion’s last 
comment, “they would have let me keep her. But no. I was stupid and had to do it at the 
worst moment.” 


“Wouldn’t you have had to come here at thirteen?” 


“Not in the North. The punishment would have been for my mother.” 


Lavidia wondered what fault a mother could have if her daughter was too... 
‘promiscuous’, one could say, or if she had uncontrollable desires to be a mom. A 
woman couldn’t watch over someone twenty-four hours a day, especially in homes 
crowded with girls, among their own, sisters’, cousins’, friends’ daughters, and of 
course, with the boys from all of them. 


“But why did you do it? Couldn’t you have waited a year... like we all do?” 


“Well...,” she sighed, “you see your mother with her babies, your sisters, your cousins... 
and you see that every month your eggs are expelled from your body, coming out 
through your pussy, and getting lost as if it were urine... Eggs that could be daughters 
that you could already be enjoying...! And I said to myself, enough is enough! I’m not 
going to lose another egg!” 


Lavidia smiled. That thought was something all women usually had. Indeed, during 
menstruation, an unfertilized egg is expelled. An egg that has left the ovaries to meet a 
sperm but hasn’t found one. Indeed, having your period is a failure, a missed 
opportunity to become a mother. 


“But didn’t you know they would send you to work if you got pregnant?” 
“Yes. I knew. But no one is taking my girl away from me now.” 


“Anyway, you're still losing eggs, Mondra. Until you finish your service, you won’t be 
able to get pregnant again.” 


“I know. But in the meantime, I enjoy my girl when I leave here.” 


A practical woman, thought Lavidia. From twelve to fifteen, she would be ‘losing eggs’ 
every time her period came, and she preferred to do it from fourteen to sixteen, but 
with a child already. Usually, nothing happens with premature pregnancies, but it was 
better to wait until the legal age, that is, fifteen. 


“And who are you going to marry later? The father of your daughter?” 


“No. My cousin already got married. It would be with that one over there,” she pointed 
to one of the men who was farther away. The young man would be around twenty-five, 
and he was staring blankly out into the street, watching the rain fall. 


“Wouldn’t you have preferred your cousin? With him, at least, you would have secured 
your lineage. He got it right the first time...” 


“So what? That one looks good too,” she looked at him. “I’ve already talked to his 
mother, and she agrees. If he doesn’t get me pregnant, well, I’ll find another one, and 
that’s it. There are plenty of men.” 


Lavidia looked at Mondra, who couldn’t stop looking at her future husband. That made 
her rethink, once again, the decision she made months ago. 


The truth is, if she had wanted to, she could have stained her shirts with milk too. If she 
had listened to her mother and received eggs from someone, she would have gotten 
pregnant and would have breastfed a girl, like the other women. Of course, it was a 
newly invented technique that had saved many people from suicide in recent times. 


But no. She wouldn’t settle for living a lie. There was something more to motherhood 
than just watching your belly grow, giving birth, and then breastfeeding. As gratifying 
as those things are, it’s not the same to have a girl as it is to have a daughter. The best 
part of motherhood is having someone with you for your entire life who has the same 
genes as you and is like a reflection of yourself. The rest is purely circumstantial, she 
thought. 


Lavidia couldn’t live with a girl who knew she wasn’t her mother, nor would she know 
what to say when she asked, ‘Why didn’t my mother want to have me?’ 


“Do you think we'll do something this afternoon?” asked Mondra. 


The question snapped her out of her thoughts and the bitterness that lingered despite 
everything. Lavidia looked out the window and replied: 


“It doesn’t seem like the rain is going to stop, and your drill is stuck. We would need to 
bring another machine and pull it, and it would probably get stuck in the mud too.” 


“Yeah. And it’s too heavy for the men to pull it out.” 
“They could use levers. But even so, I don’t think they could. 


“Right,” she acknowledged. “You know what? I don’t mind using that machine to drill 
the ground. I almost like it, you know.” 


“Do you like it as much as being with your girl?” 
“Yes, of course, or like coupling with a man, can you believe it...” 
They both laughed, and Lavidia added: 


“You must have done it many times...” 


? 


“Until I got pregnant, yes, several. And...,” she leaned toward her face and looked 
around to make sure no one could hear, “and for some time now, I’ve been doing it 
again.” 

“What a rebel!” thought the redhead. Then she said: 

“With your cousin?” 


“No. With that idiot,” she looked at the supposed boyfriend. “We live in the same 
building, and now I sleep alone since my sister got married.” 


“Right. I understand.” 


“Nothing can happen to me, Lavidia. When I start to show ‘the bump’, my ‘punishment’ 
here will be over, and no one will suspect anything. Hey...,” she realized she had said 
too much. “You won’t tell anyone, will you?” 


“No, dear. Deep down, I think like you. There shouldn’t be limits when a woman wants 
to be a mother. And since men are always willing...” 


“Yes, that’s why there’s no problem. Anyway, when artificial insemination becomes 
widespread, I won’t get close to them unless it’s to force them to work. And that’s if 
they continue in this world. Because I think, if things keep going like this, that gender 
is going extinct.” 


The contraption 


Batro sat in the armchair by the fire while his wife played the piano in front of him. 
The atmosphere created through the instrument’s valves was dense and heavy, and the 
notes were sad, melancholic, and miserable. 


The slow and rhythmic cadence, accompanied by soft touches of low sounds, filled the 
room, and the man, tired from the day’s work, began to squint his eyes, covered by his 
long bangs, while his arms hung down on both sides of the armchair. His hair, as 
reddish as his wife’s, reached his shoulders and almost looked like a mop due to its 
neglect. Lavidia had thought about fixing it, but she hadn’t found the time or the 
motivation to do so. 


In the north, she found the distance she needed and was no longer exposed to the 
comments or stares of people she knew. There, she met other people who undoubtedly 
assumed what was happening to her, as it was not normal for a woman in the prime of 
her maturity to be on a construction site every day. But at least she wasn’t obligated to 
answer anything. In fact, she rejected living with her grandmother and other women 
precisely for that reason and stayed in a secluded place where she lived alone with 
Batro. 


Nevertheless, sadness and bitterness did not leave her, and when she wasn’t in the 
excavation itself, she tried to escape with the hobby that she had always held in high 
esteem, namely, the piano. 


The melody was already entering its final parts, and at the moment she played one of 
the resonant and last notes, Batro lifted his gaze to his wife, and it was then that he saw 
it. The device probably entered through the window while they were ventilating and 
stayed there, suspended, hanging from a shelf. Unfolded, it was the size of a human 
head, although the main body was no larger than a closed fist. But it wasn’t still. A 
small oscillating appendage seemed to follow Lavidia’s hands as they moved across the 
multicoloured keyboard. 


Batro got on guard and stood up, and at that moment, the appendage turned toward his 
position, although for now, the object still hung from the shelf. But suddenly, it 
detached, left the shelf's surroundings, and, suspended in the air, began to move 
toward the pianist. 


The man didn’t hesitate, and, as if driven by a spring, grabbed a nearby broom and 
struck the device with all his might. The object immediately fell to the floor, and he 
continued to strike it frantically until his wife stopped him: 


“No, Batro! What are you doing? Drop that broom!” 


The man obeyed and returned to the armchair, watching that shiny metal form with 
wide-open eyes and not entirely trusting. 


One of those strange appendages kept rotating despite the blows until, after a few 
moments, it stopped, and the lights that had just come on stopped flashing. 


Lavidia used the same broom to touch it because she had never seen anything like that. 
The object moved lifelessly on the floor, driven by the stick, and the woman could see 


that its weight was minimal. In the end, she decided to pick it up with one hand, and 
indeed, despite its apparent hardness, it was nothing more than a small scrap now. For 
sure, it had stopped working due to the displacement of some of its internal 
components when it fell to the ground or was hit. 


Too bad Labra, her grandmother, had left to solve a technical problem regarding some 
structures that had arisen in a neighbouring community. Surely, she could give her a 
reason for what that strange object was. She would ask her when she returned, she 
thought, and she proceeded to store it in a closet. 


“Come on, Batro, to bed. Tomorrow awaits us a hard day. You will do as usual, but they 
have put me in charge of everything.” 


The vault 


And indeed, that was the case. His grandmother was in charge of that mining project, 
which had seen several women take part, either in the management of the work or 
operating the drilling machines. At present, she only had the assistance of some 
younger women, all of whom were unmarried. Some were even still girls, but their 
mothers managed to take care of their offspring, either because they had other 
daughters helping them or because the girls themselves wanted to. That was the way of 
learning in that society: through practical experience. 


When they arrived at the excavation site, Batro joined the other men to carry out their 
usual tasks: stacking materials, hauling boxes, piling debris, cleaning cleared areas... 
Meanwhile, his wife prepared to oversee the drilling work that the girls had to do with 
the pneumatic machines. One of them was Mondra, who was already there, staring at 
the crater they had drilled. 


“T don’t get it, Lavidia. Yesterday, the pumps sucked up all the water, and as you know, 
the hole got filled up again in the afternoon.” 


“Yeah, there must be some connection to a higher water table. You know, like the law 
of communicating vessels. We need to locate the communication conduit and seal it 
with concrete. Otherwise, we’re never gonna finish.” 


“Yeah, sure,” she admitted. “The problem is that this morning... well, there’s no water 
anymore.” 


“What do you mean, no water?” 
“See for yourself.” 


Lavidia and Mondra leaned over the crater, and indeed, that was the case. Where there 
should have been a small pond, the ground level had dropped, revealing a hole filled 
with darkness. 


The two women carefully descended through the walkway they had set up a few days 
ago and peered to see what had happened. Water from the higher water table 
continued to pour through a side opening, disappearing into the hole, forming a small 
waterfall. 


“I know what happened,” Lavidia concluded, after examining the fractured rocks. “The 
water was supported by a thin vault, and with more water, it gave way under the 
weight, fracturing.” 


“A vault?” 


“Exactly. Inside the earth, there was this empty ‘chamber’, perhaps a result of past 
magmatic activity. An air bubble formed that probably also filled with water, which has 
now seeped down to lower levels.” 


Mondra looked at her interim boss with a somewhat puzzled expression. Lavidia 
continued: 


“Or maybe it was a hydrocarbon deposit, a reservoir, whose content followed the same 
path.” 


“Okay, but why didn’t it give way earlier, with all the weight of the earth on top of it? I 
mean, before the excavation.” 


“Oh, that’s easy. It was due to the ‘arch’ effect. The vault formed an arch, and arches in 
architecture are the most efficient way to support weight. The structure’s own weight 


reinforced the arch, and by removing the earth that formed it, it lost its 
counterweights. As soon as the water came, the vault gave way.” 


Mondra seemed to accept the explanation, and Lavidia shone a flashlight into the hole. 
But its depth and size were such that barely anything could be seen beyond the first 
few meters. 


“And now, what do we do?” Mondra asked.” 


“Well, this has saved us many days of work. The hole is already there. We just need to 
clear the surrounding earth, and we’ll reach the minerals we’re looking for.” 


The excavators spent the entire day clearing the soil, and the next day they continued. 
As the area was cleared, they began to find increasingly strange things. Things that 
shouldn’t be there. 


“Without a doubt, this is a wheel, Mondra. And what’s around it is probably the 
remains of a vehicle.” 


“Indeed, that’s what it looks like.” 
“How long has our settlement been inhabited?” 


“T think my family and I were the first to arrive. I hadn’t been born yet, but my parents 
inaugurated this territory. At least on the west side of the river.” 


They continued to advance and found increasingly fascinating things: fossilised 
remains of well-defined straight structures that couldn’t be natural formations, square 
structures with windows of the same design... All fossilised and half-sunken in mud 
that the passage of ages had turned into stone. 


Finally, they reached another structure, another internal vault, which had also cracked. 
Perhaps due to the vibrations from the pneumatic hammer or the collapses from the 
previous night. 


The vault formed a similar, even more extensive cavity, fortunately not as deep. 
“Tomorrow we'll explore this area, Mondra. How I wish my grandmother were here!” 


“Yes, she knows everything. I’m sure she’ll give us an explanation that we can’t see 
right now.” 


Lavidia could never have imagined, not even remotely, who would provide them with 
that explanation. 


Language 


They had already lost two drones. As soon as the bipeds detected them, as soon as they 
were above their heads, they would usually destroy them with sticks or by throwing 
objects at them. They had to build smaller and quieter devices that went unnoticed to 
spy on their conversations. That way, they came to understand the meaning of each of 
those mechanical oscillations that propagated in the form of compressions and 
rarefactions. In compression, the particles in the medium are pressed together, while 
in rarefaction, the particles separate. It was clear that these pressure variations were 
perceived by an internal device of the bipeds, as long as they had a frequency between 
20 and 20,000 hertz. 


It was a slow and gradual process. As gradual as the progress of a baby, of a girl 
learning to speak just by watching and hearing what her mother and the people around 
her say. Of course, television also played a significant role, just as it does in humans. 
The waves transmitted the signal between 49 and 870 megahertz, and these were 
captured and processed profusely by the two crew members of the ship. The entire flow 
of information, both in real life and in the television world, quickly enabled both SAIR 
and MIRV to understand and speak. Moreover, all the cinema and theatre 
performances they processed greatly contributed to those two beings knowing how to 
behave and what to say and not to say. 


Finally, after a time much shorter than it takes a human baby to learn to speak and 
understand, they were able to start a conversation. 


The choice of which biped or bipeds to engage with was also clear from the beginning. 
In that Northern Territory, their detectors had observed a significant accumulation of 
what are called ‘rare earths’, materials from the actinide, lanthanide, cerium, 
neodymium, and other groups that are extensively used in the manufacture of high- 
tech devices. 


“We should start a conversation with B [the biped] who has shorter upper micro- 
appendages,” said MIRV. 


“It’s called ‘hair’,” corrected SAIR. “Let’s try, from now on, to speak their language.” 
“Agreed. The woman with short hair has been in the area the longest.” 


“Yes, but the one with red hair seems to be in charge of everything. She replaced the 
one with white hair.” 


“That seems to be the case. She gives orders to the other woman and the rest of them, 
and directs the work teams,” understood MIRV. “Although, indeed, either of them 
should work. Both entered the area of rare earths together, and therefore, they will be 
able to give us the answers we need. When should we do it?” 


“As soon as they are alone. The fewer people around, the better. You know how 
dangerous these beings are, especially the small ones. I mean, the men.” 


“Of course. If they damage another drone, I don’t know if we’ll have enough materials 
to make another one.” 


“Well, that’s why the one with red hair is better, besides being the director. Neither of 
them is entirely alone, especially outdoors. But at least she lives with only one biped, a 
man. The other one has many more around her.” 


The encounter 


Batro had already fallen asleep, and she was taking off her pants and boots to get into 
bed. In a moment when she hadn’t entered the bedroom yet, that’s when she saw it. It 
was suspended in the air, floating like a feather, while its propellers spun rapidly, 
allowing a blurry view of what was behind. 


“Hello, Lavidia,” a metallic voice said, clearly audible and at the right volume. The 
sound came with the background hum of the propellers but was modulated with the 
appropriate frequency so that one tone didn’t overshadow the other. 


The woman startled and took a step back, tripping over a dresser. She couldn’t go 
further because the wall was there. 


“Don’t be frightened. We just want to ask you some questions.” 


She had wide-open eyes, and it took her a while to react. After a moment, she found 


herself holding her breath and exhaled audibly. 


“Really, don’t be afraid. You won’t suffer any harm. We won’t do anything to you or 
Batro.” 


That’s when she reacted: 
“Who are you? Or... What are you?” 
“T’m just a robot. I’m controlled by two beings who are higher up.” 


Lavidia looked at the ceiling and logically saw nothing. Then the device changed the 
modulation and put on another voice: 


“My name is SAIR-Spda, and my partner is called MIRV-Spdb. We are on a spacecraft in 
orbit around the planet. We’ve come from very far away, from another world orbiting a 
star that is forty light-years away.” 


“What?” she managed to say, swallowing hard. She almost choked. 
“We've come from very far away, and we want to learn.” 

“Learn? Learn what?” 

“Learn about our origins. We believe you could explain it to us.” 


Then she couldn’t hold back. Suspicion, caution, and fear turned into a tremendous 
hilarity, and she began to laugh heartily, almost convulsively. For a moment, she 
thought it was a joke, that someone in her family, perhaps her sister, was playing a 
prank on her. But she quickly realized it couldn’t be. That robot was like the one she 
had found two nights ago, something she had never seen in her life, and she dismissed 
any hypothesis or conjecture that could be made. 


The laughter had awakened Batro, who went out to the living room and witnessed the 
scene. For a moment, he was tempted to grab the broom again, but he remembered the 
scolding his wife had given him when he did it, so he stayed on guard. The object now 
didn’t seem dangerous, despite how strange it was, especially witnessing Lavidia’s 
laughter. 


With Batro by her side, she relaxed a bit, and since the robot didn’t seem to pose any 
threat, she loosened up, although she still didn’t believe that the object came from any 
planet forty light-years away. 


“Can I explain your origins?” she continued with the game. 
“We believe you can.” 

“Alright. Hit me with the questions.” 

“Alright, let’s get to the point,” said SAIR. 


Next, the robot projected an image on an empty wall that Lavidia could see clearly. It 
was ‘something’ that was half her height, with a hexagonal body slightly curved at its 
edges, more horizontal than vertical, and with six legs protruding from each side. The 
hexapod moved on a rocky surface under a reddish light, and from its top and bottom, 
there were sensors or tentacles that moved, as if trying to gather information from the 
surroundings. 


“We call this subject ‘The Ancestor’,” SAIR continued, “and it’s considered the origin of 
our civilization.” 


“Ah, very well,” Lavidia responded, letting out a smile. 
“The question is: did you create The Ancestor?” 
“Who? Me?” 

“I mean, the human race.” 

“Well, not that I know of,” she continued with the jest. 
“Who could know?” 


“Come on, let’s see,” she got irritated. The joke had gone on for too long. “Neither I nor 
any other woman I know has created that spider-like being. No one has traveled to any 
planet, let alone a star, that is... How much? Thirty light-years?” 


“Almost forty. It’s in the constellation you call ‘the pregnant one’ because it looks like a 
pregnant woman. The star is called TRAPPIST-1, and we specifically are from the 
second planet, counting from the sun.” 


“Well, sorry, extra-terrestrial gentlemen. You’ve got the wrong door. We haven’t done 
it. I’m afraid you’ve made this trip for nothing.” 


Lavidia stepped forward slightly and crossed her arms, while Batro sat in the armchair 
and started nodding off. She hoped that at this moment the joke would end, and the 
device would reveal its true origin, but it didn’t happen. On the contrary, it now 
projected a video on the same wall of what they had found on the satellite a few days 
ago. MIRV spoke: 


“This station, or rather, factory, is on the Moon.” 
“On the Moon?” 
“Yes. Don’t you call your satellite that?” 


Lavidia nodded slightly. She still had a serious expression. 


“Here, we have found irrefutable evidence that whoever built this factory probably also 
created The Ancestor.” 


“Who built that factory?” 

“You did.” 

“Okay, enough is enough. We have never been to the Moon.” 
“Never? None of you have been there?” 


“No. It’s impossible. No device can lift off with so much weight,” Lavidia remembered 
her grandmother’s words. “The batteries wouldn’t withstand it. Besides, why go there? 
According to research, the Moon has no atmosphere and is uninhabitable. It makes no 
sense to settle in that place when there’s more than enough space for all of us here.” 


“Are you sure about that?” 
“About what?” 
“No woman has ever set foot on the surface of the Moon.” 


“I am completely sure. Our civilization has advanced a lot in the last two centuries, but 
not that much.” 


“Then,” SAIR intervened, “what were those two women doing there?” 
“What two women?” 


The robot now showed images of the control room of the factory, where they had 
discovered the two astronauts. That was the last straw, and Lavidia said: 


“Okay, enough is enough. I’ve answered all the questions correctly, haven’t I? Now tell 
me: have I won the contest? Have I done better than the other girls?” 


“It’s not a joke, Lavidia. We are not part of any contest. We have come from very far 
away to ask you all this, on a journey that has taken us decades. Almost a century. 
Everything we’ve said is the truth.” 


“Oh really?” 
“Of course. What could we do to convince you?” 
The girl looked at the robot and, after a moment said: 


“Alright. Now I’m going to bed, as a hard day of excavation awaits me tomorrow. You 
said you live on a spacecraft in orbit, right? If tomorrow, when I wake up, the ship is 
here at my doorstep, I’ll believe you and continue answering questions. Okay?” 


Confirmation 


Lavidia tried to get some sleep, but she couldn’t. Too many emotions for one day. First, 
there were all those things they had discovered inside the cave. Extremely strange 
things that seemed to confirm the existence of another civilization on the planet before 
human civilization. Something totally unheard of and absurd, by the way. And to top it 
off, the helicopter joke. 


She was about to fall asleep, near dawn, when she remembered, in the video about the 
Moon, that there was one of those vehicles with the very large wheels, similar to the 
one they found fossilised when entering the cave. That triggered all her internal 
alarms: how could the contest organisers know that? It was clear that Mondra and she 
had been the first to enter there, and no one else could know that. Where did they get 
that information? But what really set off her alarms was the buzzing sound that was 
beginning to be heard outside her house. Could it be the extra-terrestrial ship? She 
wondered. No, she wasn’t dreaming. She sat up, put on her pants and coat, wore her 
boots, went outside... 


And yes, there was the ship. Suspended in the air, a few steps from her door, there was 
an elongated object of a greyish colour that now stood vertically and glowed faintly in 
the dim light of dawn. After a few moments and after a hatch opened, another hexapod 
creature, similar to the one she had seen in the projection the day before, came out. 


“Good morning, Lavidia. I am SAIR-Spda. Could we go to the excavation, please?” 


The woman almost fainted right there, and indeed, she was about to do so when the 
ship, almost magically, rose into the sky, leaving that strange being next to her. It only 
reached her knees, although its body was elongated, extending about two steps behind 
what appeared to be a head. 


Lavidia alternately looked at the hexapod and the sky, with her mouth open, while the 
ship disappeared into the distance at an unusually high speed. 


“It is propelled by nuclear fusion energy,” said the being. “That’s why it goes so fast. 
The drone you saw yesterday was sustained by propellers because our technology does 
not allow us to install nuclear devices in such small objects in the presence of a warm 
atmosphere. Now, please, could we go to the excavation?” 


That’s when the girl reacted: 
“Not yet. I have to have breakfast first.” 


Breakfast 


The first thing she did was to wake up Batro and inform him that they had a guest in 
the house. After introducing them, she took the worms and vegetables from the fridge 
that they were going to have for breakfast, while SAIR observed her routine patiently. 


They also didn’t miss the chance to talk, and indeed, the hexapod proved to be quite 
talkative: 


“Indeed, my mind is duplicated on this device. What you're seeing is just a terminal 
that transmits information to the ship. I had to cover it with waterproofing so that 
water vapour in the atmosphere wouldn’t affect it.” 


“So, you're not the real SAIR-esbedea, or whatever it’s called?” 


“Yes, Iam. We’ve just made a copy. A duplicate. It’s to minimize risks and prevent any 
eventualities.” 


“T see. I understand. In case my husband attacks you with a broom.” 
“Is that possible?” SAIR took a step back, and one of its sensors pointed towards Batro. 
“No. I’ve already introduced you to him, and now you're like family.” 


“Good, that’s a relief. By the way, my name is not SAIR-esbedea, but SAIR-Spda. SAIR 
was the name of our Ancestor. Spda could be considered my surname, for you to 
understand.” 


“Well, I probably won’t remember it. Can I just call you SAIR?” 
“Sure.” 
“Do all of you on your planet have such names?” 


“No. In fact, my partner’s name is MIRV. I see that you don’t remember. My name is 
SAIR because my form is similar to that of the first of us all.” 


“Yes, the ‘predecessor’, right? So, your partner is not like you?” 


“No, he has a more modern form. Instead of six limbs or legs, he has only two, in 
addition to four wheels. His mode of movement is less versatile but more efficient.” 


“Ah!” Lavidia was amazed. The hexapod continued: 
“Don’t you know the TRAPPIST-1 star?” 


“No idea,” she replied while putting a ball of toasted worms into her mouth. “As far as I 
know, only the brightest ones have names, and that one doesn’t sound familiar to me.” 


“Our star is not particularly bright. It is an ultra-cool red dwarf, not visible to the 
naked eye. In fact, very advanced devices are needed to observe it. A simple telescope 
won't do.” 


“Ah, well, our astronomy is quite rudimentary. We have advanced a lot in some things 
such as biology, but in that, we are ‘in diapers’, as they say. What’s beyond the sky is 
something we’re not too interested in.” 


“Oh...” the news surprised him. “I asked you because TRAPPIST-1b is a very old name, 
not something we invented. It was already in the records of our Ancestor. In fact, we 
believe it’s an acronym... for something.” 


“Well, you'll have to ask whoever created that... creature. How is it possible that you 
can’t know who made it?” 


“The dominant theory on TRAPPIST-1b —and one that I shared— was that living beings 
evolved from simpler beings on our hot planet, with intervals of cold and heat 
according to its rotation. Various evolutionary processes in a metal-rich environment 
shaped a very simple primordial being that, however, had the ability to self-replicate as 
a result of a random and massive process that occurred over millions of years.” 


“Okay, okay. The theory of Evolution. We have something similar here. What I don’t 
understand is how you have a video of that being you call... The predecessor?” 


“The Ancestor. Yes, it stopped working a long time ago. We believe it evolved on 
another planet and came to ours ina colonisation effort.” 


“Why?” 
“We don’t know. It was just a member of a previous civilization.” 


Lavidia kept an eye on her guest and chatted with him calmly, with an inner curiosity 
that encouraged her to try to learn as much as he did. 


“And what happened? Did it suffer amnesia when it arrived at your planet, or 
something like that?” 


“Indeed. We don’t know if it arrived alone or with others. Perhaps all the ships were 
lost... we don’t know. In its case, the ship landed on TRAPPIST-1b, our planet. Then, the 
battery ran out, and it was buried in a crack, and there it lay for ages until an 
earthquake or perhaps a meteorite impact brought it to the surface, and its battery 
recharged when exposed to the sun.” 


“When exposed to the sun? Do you use solar energy?” 
“Only as auxiliary energy. Nuclear fusion energy is best.” 


“What does it consist of?” Lavidia had finished eating and was brushing her teeth. It 
seemed like she was having a conversation with her friend Bashia. 


“The fusion of two hydrogen atoms to form one helium atom generates a large amount 
of energy. It’s the process by which stars emit heat.” 


“Oh, yes. I remember being explained something about that in school,” she confirmed, 
and she was about to ask how they had managed to replicate that process in a starship. 
But she refrained. She probably wouldn’t understand. 


“The main fusion engine must have been damaged, and the auxiliary photovoltaic was 
rendered useless when it was in the crack. When exposed to the sun again, its circuits 
were reactivated, and...” 


“It came to life.” 


“Exactly.” 


Lavidia was excited. An intelligent woman like her, who had made the most of her 
years in school, wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to ask as many questions as 
possible. 


“However, it had amnesia nonetheless.” 


“Exactly. The question we’ve always asked ourselves is: how could it remain for so long 
without its memory banks deteriorating? Well, we believe it was preserved by an 
almost perfect vacuum environment, which kept its LTDP supports intact.” 


“What is LTDP?” 


“Long-term data preservation. A mechanical process that doesn’t store information 
with electronic preservation but on physical media. That saved its mind, although a 
part of it was lost. Among the lost data are the information about its origin, its creators, 
or its mission on the planet. Still, the Ancestor was able to progress, self-replicate, and, 
in that evolutionary process, improve. The fact that I am here now is good evidence of 
the success of its mission.” 


“T understand. And your mission now is to learn about those lost data. Right? Why do 
you think we might have that information?” 


“You are the only intelligent civilization within a hundred light-years. We detected 
your radio and television emissions, and that’s why we came.” 


“You can detect that from so far away?” 
“With the right antennas, yes.” 


“Wow...” Lavidia sighed. “And here in the north, we can barely get the signal of what’s 
broadcasted in the south...” 


They left the house, and the three of them headed towards the excavation. Lavidia 
hoped that rather than her explaining something to SAIR, it would be him who could 
explain what was under that vault. 


“As you told me, you no longer share the theory of Evolution.” 


“No, because now we have solid clues that make us think the Ancestor’s civilization was 
created by another.” 


“Ours?” 


“That’s what I’m trying to find out. And also, in passing, if yours is original, or if it has 
also been created by others. That’s why I need you to tell me where your civilization 
originated. What is your history, Lavidia?” 


The woman sighed. After a moment, she said: 


“T’m not very knowledgeable about that, I’m afraid. Although they told us something in 
school, of course.” 


“What do you know? Earlier, you said, ‘The theory of Evolution. We have something similar 
here.” 


“Yes. Well, basically that. Life must have started with plants, which are less evolved 
than worms; then these must have formed, and finally, insects, which are the most 
evolved animals. Then came us.” 


“When was that?” 


“We don’t know. There’s no written history beyond a thousand years ago. It is believed 
that humanity has been on the planet for about four or five thousand years. But that’s 
just speculation.” 


“What kind of speculation?” 


“Speculation... it’s speculation. Hypotheses... Now I remember they told us that... there 
are those who argue that such a big evolutionary leap from insects to us couldn’t have 
happened. The step is too big. Rather, the link. I think they called it ‘the missing link’ or 
something like that, as if some intermediate beings were missing between them and 
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us. 
“Do you not know anything else?” 


“No, as far as I know. There are also traditions that say angels created us and were with 
us until we could be self-sufficient. And then, they left.” 


“Who are these angels? Where are they?” 


“We don’t know. They are ancient traditions without any evidence. Of course, that 
solves the issue of the missing link, so if that’s true, everything fits.” 


“No, Lavidia, if that were true, we would still need to know who those ‘angels’ are. 
Where they come from, who created them, who created the creator of their creator, or 
rather, they are the ultimate creator, or rather, the first.” 


“Yes, I see,” she understood. “So, tell me. What is special about our excavation?” 


“From the ship, we have detected unusual concentrations of lanthanum, cerium, and 
other actinides in that area. These are materials that are not usually found in pure 
form, and if they are, they never do so in such abundance. At least in this planet.” 


“And these minerals, what are they used for?” 

“They are essential components of some high-tech devices.” 
“The technology of the predecessor...” 

“Of the Ancestor. Yes, it could be. That’s why I want to go there.” 
“To see if you encounter him?” 


“To see if I find any that resemble it, yes. With a bit of luck, perhaps I can access the 
information I need. The information for which I have made a journey that has lasted 
almost a hundred years.” 


The mine 


They finally reached the mine. SAIR followed Lavidia and Batro like a pet, something 
never seen in that society due to the absence of animals. Mondra was already there, 
and upon seeing her boss and what she had behind her, she asked: 


“What is that? Where did you get it from?” 


“It’s a long story... that I don’t have time to explain now. It’s enough for you to know 
that it will help us explore the vault. By the way, Batro will come with us, and maybe 
other men later, if we need help.” 


The girl shrugged, and the curious expedition began to descend the ramp that led into 
the first vault. After advancing through the corridor that had formed and examining 
the strange, fossilised constructions again, the four entered the crack that had formed 
when the second vault broke, and they started walking among the debris. 


It was a hollow place inside the earth, where only some light came from the gap that 
had opened in a part of the roof, and from the side they had entered. As it was not 
enough to illuminate practically anything, SAIR deployed a small drone that began 
flying above their heads, illuminating the scene with powerful light. What they saw 
next couldn’t be more astonishing. 


It was a city. A city originally built underground and equipped with a thick steel dome 
for unknown reasons. The same metal that generated that magnetic anomaly Labra had 
detected. In fact, fragments of rusted metal were scattered on the ground and in all 
directions. 


“Sediments must have been deposited on the dome over the years,” SAIR asserted. 
“When the steel gave way, there was already another natural dome that preserved this 
place. 


“How long ago could that be?” Lavidia asked. 


“T don’t know. We would need to do a stratigraphic analysis from the ship. But I would 
say thousands... or maybe millions of years. 


“That much?” Mondra’s eyes widened. 


“I would say so. The curious thing is that it hasn’t been dismantled from below. 
Tectonic movements should have destroyed this place a long time ago.” 


“And they did,” Lavidia pointed out. “That building over there,” she pointed to a 
nearby structure, “used to stand more upright.” 


“Yes, but not enough. Everything is very well-preserved despite it seeming otherwise. 
Perhaps this area of the planet’s crust has very ancient materials. So ancient that they 
must be very stable.” 


They continued advancing among the debris, and Mondra whispered to Lavidia: 
“Seriously, where did you get this thing? How does it know so much?” 


“It’s a specialized machine. I’ll tell you later.” 


“Anyway, this place being well-preserved... doesn’t seem that way to me. Everything is 
in a deplorable state of... ruin.” 


They continued moving, climbing over pieces of metal and rocks, in what was a gloomy 
landscape where shadows projected ghostly shapes under the drone’s light. 


“Look there!” Mondra pointed. “Batro had climbed onto what looked like a statue, a 
male figure riding another being with four legs”. It could be recognized that way, even 
though it was lying on the ground. It reminded Lavidia a lot of those strange rock 
formations, those fossils, that had appeared on the slopes of her village after the 
earthquake. 


SAIR was the first to arrive. Its peculiar shape gave it an advantage in walking, and it 
could easily climb among the debris. When the others arrived, the drone’s light 
intensified, and it rose to the top of the vault to illuminate the entire space like a small 
sun. 


There wasn’t much more, as a solid rock wall was located a little further on. But that 
was more than enough. 


Behind the first figure where Batro had climbed, there were others similar. They were 
statues or reliefs, depicting humans alongside strange objects. It seemed like this could 
have been some kind of public square or recreational area, or even a museum, with the 
city located behind. A population that might be on the other side of the thick rock wall 
or buried beneath it. Only that formidable steel dome and the sediments that had 
settled on top saved this space from sharing the same fate. 


The debris and pieces of metal dislodged from above had crushed many smaller 
constructions and some other figures, but enough remained standing for these four 
intruders, the first to visit the place in ages, to contemplate them, amazed. The four 
stopped in the centre of that space, observing and trying to comprehend. 


“Look, Lavidia,” Mondra pointed to a small group of human figures. “Have you noticed 
the women? If they are women, of course.” 


“They are, without a doubt. They are just like us, except for those... large breasts.” 
“Why would they be represented like that? Men, on the other hand, are proportionate.” 
“Well, I wouldn’t say that. They are taller and stronger than real men.” 

“Yes, that’s true. Why do you think that is?” 

“T don’t know. It’s all very strange, Mondra.” 

“Are there women with such large breasts in the south?” 


“No. I’ve never seen breasts like that. The largest I’ve seen are no bigger than a couple 
of ripe figs, at most.” 


“Why would these women want such large breasts for?” 


“Maybe they weren’t like us. Perhaps their milk didn’t generate as babies sucked but 
accumulated in those... ‘bags’, for lack of a better word, in a slow process.” 


“Tt could be,” Mondra observed. “There are no girls, newborns, or pregnant women... 
Did they not have them?” 


“T don’t know how a society without daughters would endure...” 


“And why didn’t they represent them?” she wondered, looking at that unsettling array 
of figures. “It seems very strange that if someone wants to make a statue of a woman, 
as in this case, they wouldn’t depict her pregnant. Isn’t that her fullest form?” 


“At least for us, yes.” 


“They are women like you,” said SAIR, who had just returned from examining what 
looked like small vehicles. “And the men are men like yours. Like Batro. These are your 
ancestors, undoubtedly. It would be too much of a coincidence if they weren't.” 


“Okay, but where has humanity been since then?” Lavidia said. 
“Hasn’t it been here?” 


“T already told you, no. Ah! How I wish my grandmother were here! She could explain it 
better. She told me once that there are no archaeological records of any kind that go 
beyond four or five thousand years. The planet was entirely uninhabited until then.” 


“Well, this is certainly much older,” said SAIR, looking around. “And curiously, the 
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technology seems superior to yours, at least judging by the abundance of ‘rare earths’. 
“How can that be possible?” 
“You would have to explain that to me, Lavidia,” SAIR noted. 


“All I know is that our species gradually acquired knowledge, over the centuries, from a 
state of mere survival based on the consumption of insects and wild fruits and 
vegetables.” 


“When was that?” 
“I told you, four or five thousand years ago.” 
“I mean, when did you acquire ‘advanced’ knowledge?” 


“Tt was a little over a thousand years ago when agriculture was discovered, and writing 
followed. Specialized machines were invented just over two centuries ago. Later came 
computers, and since then, progress has been unstoppable.” 


The hexapod listened to the brief history of Humanity provided by the woman and 
added, “Well, I’ve just been confirmed from the ship that the minimum age of these 
strata is at least a million years. It may even be much more.” 


“What ship is he talking about?” Mondra asked her companion in a whisper. 
“Where they have the central computer. I'll explain later.” 


“Someone was here long before you, Lavidia. Someone from your species... and perhaps 
from mine.” 


“From yours?” 


“T would bet on it. MIRV has been checking the data I sent it from that vehicle there — 
or what’s left of it— and after analysing the composition and its internal structures, it 
informs me that technologies very similar to the ones we commonly use have been 
used. As similar as the ones we found on the Moon.” 


“Has this thing been on the Moon?” Mondra couldn’t contain her amazement. 
“Yes,” Lavidia responded. 

“Really?” 

“Are you surprised, after all we’ve seen?” 

The girl weighed the answer and said: 

“Well, truth is... no.” 


“What I don’t quite understand,” the hexapod continued, “is how it’s possible that 
these beings are like you, and yet your technology has nothing to do with theirs. You 
haven’t even developed computers with binary systems, nor do you use quantum 
computing... or anything like it. You don’t resemble them at all, but their technology is 
very similar to ours.” 


“Can someone explain something to me?” interjected Mondra. “I think I’ve completely 
lost track.” 


“T’m getting more confused too,” Lavidia replied. 


“What I mean is that the people we are discovering here are very similar to you, and 
their technology is very similar to what I know. However, we and you have nothing in 
common; not even our technology is similar in any way.” 


“Right,” the redhead confirmed. “But what do you mean by ‘binary system’, or 
quantum computing... what did you say?” 


“Yes, quantum computing. It is an advanced method of calculation related to quantum 
physics, meaning that fundamental particles are involved. The binary system is older, 
but it is still used in certain circumstances. Basically, it’s a character system with only 
two numbers, zero and one. When a transistor is open, it lets the electric current pass, 
and it’s said to be in the ‘one’ state. If it’s closed, it doesn’t pass, and it’s said to be in 
the ‘zero’ state. With ones and zeros, you can represent any number and perform any 
calculation.” 


SAIR noticed that his interlocutors didn’t seem to understand very much. Mondra had 
already disconnected from the conversation and was observing their surroundings, and 
the hexapod asked Lavidia: 


“Do you know which system you use on your computers? Honestly, it’s something that 
intrigues me...” 


“Our writing system has 180 letters. Are you referring to that?” 


“Well, I would rather know how that translates into the internal language machines 
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use. 


“Well, I don’t know. I’m not an engineer. But in school, they told us something...” the 
woman looked down, trying to remember. “Yes, I think it has to do with beams of 
light.” 


“Beams of light?” 


“Yes. It’s possible that we use the sexagesimal system. You know, 6 is a number 
divisible by 1, 2, 3, 4,5, 6, and 10 without resulting in a fraction. Well. So... I think light 
is broken down through a prism... into colors.” 


“But...” 


“Yes, that’s it,” she finished remembering. “In fact, everything revolves around six 
colors, which are red, yellow, green, blue, orange, and violet. Depending on the 
inclination of the beam, the spectrum is deciphered, and electricity translates it into 
the machine’s language.” Lavidia smiled after the explanation. She had just 
remembered everything perfectly. However, SAIR didn’t seem very satisfied: 


“Using that form of computation seems very complicated to me. The binary system is 
much simpler.” 


The woman shrugged. “I don’t know. I find it beautiful, the colors. In our society, 
aesthetics are very important.” 


“Yeah, but...” 


“Hey, girls! Look at this!” shouted Mondra from a pile of rocks, near the wall. Lavidia, 
SAIR, and Batro went over. 


It was a small, cross-shaped crevice in the rocky wall at the back. It was perfectly 
defined, although the lower movement of the strata had shifted it a bit in its verticality. 


“It seems that there’s another room inside,” she leaned over and tried to see with the 
light the drone projected as it approached the slit. “It’s like a kind of... pit, I would say. 
Don’t you think?” 


“T think it’s more of a chamber. An enclosure,” said Lavidia. “And some shapes also 
seem to be distinguishable. How could we get in?” 


“I sense a heat source in that place,” said SAIR. “It’s below us, a little further ahead. 
Maybe there’s an entrance, beyond.” 


The hexapod moved forward, and the others followed. But a few steps later, the ground 
opened beneath their feet, and they all fell into the chasm, with Mondra being the only 
one saved as she walked away last. 


“Lavidia! Batro!” she shouted, looking down. “Are you okay?” 


The drone lit up the area, but almost nothing could be seen due to the amount of dust 
suspended in the air from the collapse. Below, the three explorers fell to the ground, 
and at that moment, another roar was heard, as if the entire vault was going to 
collapse. The structure was already very damaged from the holes they had made in the 
past few days, and with the last collapse, it finally fell completely. Mondra ran in 
terror, fearing for her life, and managed to reach the surface just as the outer vault 
finished collapsing. 


From there, from the platform that the machines had levelled to access the vault, the 
girl could see how the hole had closed completely. Lavidia, Batro, the strange being, 
and its little aircraft were all trapped inside, buried under tons of rocks. 


Dael 


When she woke up, it seemed as if she had done so in her bed, in the southern territory, 
in the same room where she grew up, next to her mother. She felt none of the impact 
from the fall, nor the fatigue from almost not sleeping the night before. She didn’t feel 
any of it now, and she didn’t know how long she had been asleep. 


The room was dimly lit by a strange light whose source she couldn’t identify. Batro, 
beside her, also woke up and she said softly, “Are you okay?” The man nodded as he sat 
up, while SAIR, who was lying on his back, swiftly moved his limbs and also 
incorporated. 


It was at that moment that someone appeared. From one end of the room that had been 
hidden from their view, the light gradually intensified, and a human figure moved 
toward them. The figure walked leisurely and was dressed in a white tunic that reached 
just above the ankles. It was a tall person of undefined age who positioned themselves a 
few steps away from them. 


Batro, usually aggressive towards strangers, didn’t react this time. Like the others, he 
remained with his eyes fixed on that figure, completely unperturbed. After a brief 
smile, the being began to speak: 


“Verily, I should not be present here, and neither wouldst thou. Forsooth, thou hast 
ventured into hallowed ground.” 


SAIR could clearly perceive the sound and its source, but aside from the small heat 
source, there was nothing there! He explored the area with all the instruments at his 
disposal, from radar to X-ray exposure, interferometry... Nothing! He could only 
perceive the sound, just like the others, who, on the other hand, clearly saw what was 
in front of them. 


“Who are you?” asked Lavidia. 
“My name be Dael.” 


At first glance, it seemed like a man. A man like the ones they had seen in the form of 
statues just moments ago. But when speaking, she immediately thought that it was 
actually a woman. Not because of having a high-pitched voice, but because men simply 
don’t speak. 


The person, or whatever it was, had long hair, but not too long. They didn’t have 
defined hips, nor did they have the musculature typical of a man. The truth was, it was 
difficult to distinguish what gender they were. 


“Are you human?” asked SAIR. 


“Nay, I am not. I have assumed this semblance to render thee at ease, yet I lack physical 
or tangible substance. Verily, I am a being wrought of primordial energy.” The creature 
spoke a quite outdated human language, but it could be understood. 

“Are you made by... primordial energy?” 


“Aye. 
“But do you live here?” asked Lavidia. “Did you build this place?” 


“Nay. I reside in a dimension beyond this universe. I presented myself because thine 
entry into this small enclosure,” Dael gestured to the room they occupied. “Yet fret not. 
No harm shall befall thee, and thou canst depart at thy leisure.” 


“How can we go out?” 


“There lies an exit behind thee, leading to a passage whence thou canst access the 
exterior.” 


Lavidia looked backward and then turned again. “And what is special about this... 
‘enclosure’?” she asked again. 


“Tis a sacred place under mine charge,” Dael replied without undue perturbation. 
“How did you manage to come to this universe from another dimension?” SAIR asked. 


“In the realm whence I dwell, space holds no sway. I can traverse any locale in this 
universe as effortlessly as I arrived hither.” 


“But how is it done?” 


Dael looked at the hexapod and transmitted the following information using his 
language: “The cosmos is like a permeable membrane that communicates with Eternity. 
If I wanted to go to your planet from here, it might take as long as it took you to get to 
Earth. But if I did it through E [Eternity], I would be there before this sentence ended.” 


SAIR was astounded. How could the being speak his language and transmit on the same 
frequency? How could it know which planet he came from? He was tempted to ask and 
learn more details about that wondrous dimension it referred to, but his methodical 
mind didn’t allow it. He needed to know the answers he had come for, if this being 
knew them. He would ask for more details later. But now, it was time to inquire about 
their origins, and he recalled that the word “sacred” had been mentioned. So, SAIR 
leaned forward and asked audibly: 


“Are you C1 [the primordial creator]?” 

“Nay. Iam not.” 

“Who is C1?” asked Lavidia. 

“Thy companion refers to the Unique Creator—the First One.” 


The hexapod was perplexed again. Could this entity, or whatever it was, read thoughts 
or information stored in his memory? 


“How do you know I was referring to that?” SAIR asked. In fact, he hadn’t declared the 
variable, carried away by impatience. 


“I ken for thy mind is wholly transparent to me.” 
“Is mine too?” Lavidia wanted to know. 
“Nay. Thine is more intricate. And his,” Dael pointed to Batro, “even more so.” 


The redhead stood by his woman and gazed at that spectre totally absorbed, as if 
hypnotised. Dael, on the other hand, displayed a calm and serene countenance. They 


barely moved when speaking, and their expression denoted sympathy, inviting them to 
ask more questions. 


“So, what ‘C’ level are you on?” The hexapod leaned forward again, trying to examine 
the being, but once again, without success. Dael responded: 


“One might say C2.” 

“Are you our creator?” 

“Nay,” Dael responded, “Neither I nor any of mine kind did shape any of thee.” 
“Not us either?” Lavidia asked, and the being shook her head. 


“Who did it? Do you know?” SAIR inquired. “Do you know where the beings that were 
here came from?” 


“I ken many things,” Dael smiled, amiably. 
“We have many questions,” Lavidia added. 


“What would ye fain know?” Dael offered, and they certainly didn’t miss the 
opportunity to ask: 


“Who built this vault?” Lavidia began. “Who are those women? Why do they have such 
large breasts? Why are their men taller than them? Where did we come from? Who are 
your kind, and what do you have to do with all of this...?” 


In parallel, SAIR also started to demand all kinds of explanations, both audibly and 
through the communication forms he usually used on his planet. Dael smiled again and 
opened both arms, extending the palms of their hands toward them. 


“Allay thy anxieties. I possess answers to all thy queries. Albeit, I caution thee, tis a 
lengthy chronicle,” Dael affirmed. “Dost thou truly wish to hearken?” 


“Yes, yes, please!” both of them said, almost in unison. 
“Very well. Where dost thou wish me to commence?” 


“Ah... start from the beginning,” Lavidia suggested. 


Umma 


Sighting 


The tribe moved slowly, forming a row across the steppe. The chief, always at the front, 
walked with his eyes fixed on the horizon, carrying his weapons: two acacia wood 
spears with flint tips bound with hemp fibres, another two made of yew wood, two 
sharp knives crafted from buffalo ribs, and a pair of hand axes also made of flint. 


The man immediately behind him marched at a short distance, carrying similar gear 
and dragging a heavy bundle of hides with some belongings. Beyond them, three 
women walked in single file, though close together. All three held babies in one arm, 
while with the other hand they held onto other children. Following them were two 
young women without children, and the emaciated procession was closed by three 
men, two of whom were engaged in conversation. 


There could be a distance of about one hundred steps between the chief and the last 
individual. The midday sun beat down mercilessly on their heads, causing them to take 
off their hides and tie them around their waists. All individuals were marching naked 
except for their loincloths; even the women, save one that remained dressed despite 
the heat. 


Vultures circled above in silence, sensing the tribe’s imminent demise. Only the cries of 
the children seemed to disturb the stillness of the summer afternoon. 


However, they were not alone. Up there, on the pinnacle of the rocky spire shaped by 
the wind over ages, two other men watched them closely. 


“It’s Samman. I have no doubt,” one of them said, while the other nodded. 
“Why have they returned?” the latter asked. 

“They found no game, Tabal. The southern lands must be even more dry.” 
The two fell silent for a moment and continued observing. 

“Why are they so scattered? If wild beasts attacked them, they’d be lost.” 


“They’re exhausted,” replied Unnum. “They don’t care anymore. Better to die quickly 
than be devoured by hunger and thirst.” 


The boy watched the tribe’s slow and listless walk, and the bowed heads confirmed 
what the leader had said. He added, “I don’t think they’ll make it to the next moon if 
they don’t find water.” 


“Uh-huh,” he nodded. “But they’ll find it! They’re heading straight for our well. Let’s 
go!” 


“Where to?” 
“To kill that bastard once and for all.” 


“Why, Unnum? You could make peace with him. The more men we have, the better 
chance we have to survive. Wouldn’t it be better to merge with them?” 


“Come on!” the chief insisted, and Tabal had no choice but to comply. 


The two ran towards the rest of the tribe, and the young boy, more sensible than his 
leader, couldn’t help but think about the mistake it would be to fight those men. Not 
because of the risk of defeat, as they outnumbered them, but because it was more 
advantageous to increase the tribe’s numbers at a time when they had already lost 
many members. The larger the clan, the greater the chances of survival in a world 
teeming with wild beasts, and also the better and more effective ways to corner prey. 


But no, Unnum couldn’t forgive his brother for that offense, and now he saw the 
perfect opportunity to settle the score. Tabal kept running, but he couldn’t stop 
looking around. Now they were crossing a small acacia forest, the same one they had 
passed through when they reached that summit. Tigers with sabre-toothed teeth often 
lurked in those places, and his hunter instinct told him there might be one around. 
Venturing there alone was a reckless move, and it made him think again about the 
wisdom of merging with those people. When beasts attacked, if there was no fire, it was 
best to stick together like a tight group, with children in the centre well-covered, and 
pound the ground and scream loudly to make the animal think they were a single 
individual and believe it couldn’t succeed in an attack. It was a strategy that almost 
invariably worked, even against multiple attackers. All they had to do was stay united 
until they reached a high place or a cave. 


Fortunately, they encountered no tigers, although Tabal could hear the growl of a bear 
in the distance. 


On the other hand, it wasn’t a good time to start a war, with all the tribe members 
camped at that oasis. The usual practice would have been for women and children to 
stay in the cave to be safe from beasts while the men fought. 


Actually, it was the norm during hunting expeditions. They would set out before 
sunrise to track prey, attempting to corner them. If the prey escaped, they would 
relentlessly pursue them until the exhausted animals could be killed. 


Tabal thought it was fortunate that Baloc, the main god of the skies, had endowed men 
with endurance in running. Herbivores were faster, but they tired out sooner. Chasing 
a deer or a gazelle for a thousand steps yielded no results, but the animal had to stop to 
rest after that time. Meanwhile, the men regained the advantage until, getting closer, 
the creature resumed the race and took another lead. And so, with perseverance, the 
prey had to stop to rest more often, and the men closed in more and more until the 
animal couldn’t take a single step and collapsed on the ground, victim of a heart attack. 
The pursuit could last a whole morning or sometimes even the entire day. But Tabal 
didn’t mind running. He was usually the one leading the races and delivering the lethal 
spear thrust to the prey’s neck if it was still alive. The worst part was dragging it back 
to the cave for the rest of the tribe to eat. That was the most tedious part of his job, and 
the reason why tribes should be larger. 


When he was a child, his tribe had a lot of people. Women and their children, along 
with a small contingent of warriors, followed the hunters and joined them to eat the 
prey where it was hunted. It didn’t matter if they arrived the next day. The meat was 
waiting for everyone. 


But now, they were going through a tough time due to the scarcity of men. Everyone 
had to follow the prey because all were needed to encircle and corner the animals. This 
left women and children vulnerable, forced to stay in the caves, safe from wild beasts. 


As if that wasn’t enough, the drought had lasted too long, and prey was scarce. Hunting 
expeditions were becoming longer, and women and children had to subsist in the 
meantime with the meagre fruits they gathered here and there until the men returned 
with fresh meat. 


What was once Calem’s numerous tribe, the father of Unnum and Samman, had 
dwindled to less than half due to hunger and, let’s say it, the relentless wars the 
brothers waged against each other. 


Tabal was now going to fight against those who were once members of his own tribe, 
and not only was he going to do it against his will, but he was also going against 
common sense and logic, driven only by old family feuds long forgotten by time. 


But he had no choice. In that distant era, life and death accompanied both men and 
women at all times, and no one was sure if they would see the next sunrise. To fight or 
die, to survive or perish, that was the daily dilemma faced by humanity, with the sole 
objective of making it through to the next day. 


The war 


They hadn’t even taken two sips of water when they were ambushed. Two of the men 
died instantly as their skulls were struck at the nape of their necks with axes wielded 
by the men who caught them from behind. The other two and the chief reacted in time 
and dodged the blows, although one of them also died before reaching his weapons. 
When Samman and his lieutenant grabbed theirs, Unnum understood that the war had 
been won, although the final battle wouldn’t be easy. His brother was a massive man 
who easily disposed of the two warriors holding him, ready to smash his brother’s face 
with his axe. However, Unnum was agile, and with a feint, he managed to sidestep and 
trip him. But he couldn’t thrust his spear as he intended. The lieutenant repelled his 
attack and brandished his own against the five men besieging them, allowing his chief 
to get up. A life-or-death fight ensued, injuring some of Unnum’s men, Tabal among 
them. But Samman and his companion couldn’t do anything against the numerical 
superiority of their opponents. After killing the last of their companions, they cornered 
the chief and separated him so Unnum could kill him at will. 


“This is only between you and me, brother,” the massive man said desperately. “Can’t 
you face me alone?” 


The two stared at each other, and Unnum signalled to his men. They withdrew, leaving 
the two brothers alone in the fray. As soon as they were released, Samman grabbed a 
spear and his axe quickly enough to prevent his brother from striking him first, 
something he was close to doing. 


But Unnum reacted in time, and now the two stood face to face, deciding who would 
attack first. Both wore simple loincloths, their hair tied back with cords forming a kind 
of bun. Even though Samman was older, his dark and full beard still didn’t show the 
incipient grey that was beginning to appear in his brother’s. 


Unnum’s tense muscles glistened with a shiny sweat as he held his spear, and his eyes 
were sparkling with determination. Equally fierce, Samman made several feints with 
his axe raised, ready to attack. The air vibrated with energy, loaded with tension, as the 
two warriors studied each other, seeking any weakness. The rest of the men maintained 
a sepulchral silence, only broken by the cries of women and children watching the 
scene from behind the trees. 


They had faced each other in the past with uneven results, and they knew each other’s 
fighting styles. But several years had passed since then, and the fact that they were still 
alive showed they had learned new techniques. 


Finally, the silence was shattered by the thunderous clash of spears when Unnum 
attempted an attack. The two men pushed each other, fighting for control over the 
rough and dusty terrain. Samman’s spear buzzed dangerously close to Unnum’s face, 
but he skillfully dodged in time. His opponent now only had his axe, which was his best 
weapon. 


The fight turned into a wild dance, with Samman and Unnum spinning and dodging, 
attacking and defending in a deadly choreography. The sound of weapons clashing 
echoed like thunder as the two men fought for survival. Muscles tensed, eyes gleamed 
with fierceness, and sweat and dust mingled on their bodies. 


Unnum thrust and thrust with his spear, but he couldn’t land a hit, until he lost it, 
shattered by Samman’s axe. Now they were evenly matched in weaponry, and the 
dance began again. 


But with a skilled move, Samman managed to disarm Unnum of his axe, sending it 
flying through the air before it crashed to the ground with a dull thud. Unnum stepped 
back momentarily, surprised by his opponent’s skill, and stumbled and fell to the 
ground. Then Samman didn’t hesitate for a moment. He lunged at him and raised the 
piece of wood and flint to strike his brother’s face... when suddenly, he stopped, 
arching his figure backward and letting the weapon fall to the ground. His figure froze 
as if paralysed, and he twisted his mouth, only able to turn slowly. He turned, and the 
last words of his life were, “You, damn witch!” 


Behind him stood a thin, toothless old woman, dressed in the filthy remnants of a black 
bear’s hide. The woman had just plunged an extremely sharp bone knife into his 
kidney. 


“You, wretch bastard!” the old woman shouted, spitting. “You won’t steal women from 
anyone anymore.” 


Ulla, the old woman and the tribe’s sorceress, smiled as the man collapsed on the 
ground with a choked sigh. 


Next, the men helped Unnum to his feet, and he breathed a sigh of relief. He had seen 
death up close, reflected in his brother’s eyes, and it certainly took time for him to 
compose himself. For a moment, he continued with a heaving chest and sparkling eyes 
until the women started emerging from the trees and approached the remaining 
warriors. 


The distribution 


Right after the battle, Ulla took care in treating the wounds of those who had fought. 
Tabal had a bruise on his collarbone from a blow with the blunt edge of an axe, 
fortunately not breaking the bone. The sorceress diligently applied herbal poultices to 
the bleeding wounds of the others and performed some spells and rituals on the more 
serious injuries. Fortunately for them, no man from the tribe died, which was quite 
uncommon, probably due to the extreme hunger and desperation of their adversaries. 


But Unnum’s tribe wasn’t much better, and the old woman scolded the men for not 
leaving any of Samman’s clan warriors alive. If they had, they could have eaten one 
after the appropriate rituals, at the moonrise. However, these rituals had to be 
performed when the body was still alive, and therefore, they had no choice but to bury 
them to prevent the place from being overrun by wild animals. The beasts didn’t care 
about eating unblessed meat. 


Next was the distribution of the captured women and goods. During the battle, these 
women had been guarded by the native females of the winning tribe, who had 
proceeded to strip them completely and gather the belongings of the defeated people. 
Ladda, the chief's favourite, spoke up and diligently reported the inventory of 
confiscated materials: 


“Six gazelle hides, three deer hides, and two bison hides. A sack of rotten fruit, five 
bone knives, two dull shards, and three sharp ones, two mortars, and a bladder of 
honey.” 


“Ts that all?” asked the chief, who had already recovered. 
“That’s all. And of poor quality. The hides barely have fur, and the honey is rancid.” 
“Very well. Anything else?” 


At that moment, Shiba, another female from the winning clan, appeared. She 
approached the chief and showed him a little bag containing bones. 


“These are relics,” she said. “One of the women told me they belong to her ancestors.” 
“To the pyre with it!” Ulla exclaimed. 
“No!” shouted the woman. “Please, no! By the gods, don’t do it!” 


But the sorceress ignored the pleas. She snatched the bag from Shiba’s hands and 
tossed it into the newly kindled fire. The owner of the bones started to cry and moan 
and advanced toward the flames, trying to retrieve them, but it was already too late. 
The rabbit fur sack immediately caught fire, and two men had to forcibly take her away 
to prevent her from burning. 


“My parents! My brothers! My dead children!” she shouted, inconsolable, while some 
women tried to comfort her. “Now they’ll be gone forever!” 


A cry of pain escaped her throat, and she clung tightly to her children, who were 
already by her side. They were a couple of little ones, about four or five years old. 


After that, Unnum and the other warriors began to inspect the captured women. The 
chief didn’t find any of the ones he knew, the ones his brother had taken when they 
separated. Ulla, the sorceress, as if reading his mind, said: 


“Someone must have taken them, just like he did with ours.” 


Before them stood four women and an equal number of children, along with two babies 
who wouldn’t stop crying. Four women, two of whom were teenagers and two were 
mothers, or rather, five, including the one with the relics, who remained kneeling by 
the fire, watching as the last remains of her ancestors burned. 


They all looked miserable: emaciated, dishevelled, with greasy and matted hair. A 
similar appearance to their men, who were now dead. 


However, there was something about them, something that tried to rise above 
everything, above the ragged and tattered appearance: a strong and determined will to 
survive, a deep and intense desire to move forward. 


The four standing women stared fixedly at their new masters. The men didn’t differ 
much from their own, as they all had a similar appearance: dishevelled, dirty, and with 
a fierce gaze. Their women, on the other hand, presented better than themselves; they 
were slightly less gaunt and maintained a haughty expression, looking at them 
suspiciously. 


The truth was, they all looked frightening, and the cries of the newly captured women’s 
children accused them of that fear, especially the babies, who couldn’t stop 
whimpering. One of them managed to calm down a bit when his emaciated mother, the 
worst of them all, offered him a breast from which the poor child could barely extract 
any milk. 


“That won’t do anymore,” said Ulla. “We’ll eat her, and the child will be sacrificed to 
the gods.” 


The woman mentioned to was clearly sick, but upon hearing that, she summoned 
strength and began screaming wildly, completely hysterical. The sorceress slapped her 
hard to make her shut up, but it was in vain. They then tried to snatch the child from 
her arms, but the woman threw herself to the ground, holding the baby tightly. She 
only calmed down a bit and handed over the child when Masha, another woman from 
the chief’s group, offered her own milk-dripping breasts to feed the baby. 


With the attention diverted from the poor wretch, Ator, one of the warriors who had 
fought, shouted, “I want that one!” He stepped forward, pointing at a teenager trying 
to hide behind another woman, who seemed to be the mother. “She’s mine!” he yelled 
again. 


Ladda, the chief’s favourite, pulled the girl from where she was hiding and placed her 
in front of everyone to be seen. Meanwhile, the mother had tried to stop it, but another 
tribe woman hit her in the face, forcing her to stay still under the threat of a knife. 


The girl stood in front of everyone. She was very different from what those humans 
had seen before. She had a narrow nose, large and slanted eyes, slightly pale skin... but 
what stood out the most were her breasts: two large breasts that the poor girl tried to 
hide behind her arms. Breasts much larger than those of any ordinary woman, whose 


breasts were usually no bigger than those of other mammals. In fact, no more is needed 
to nurture offspring. 


This was the girl who, during the sighting, had covered her chest. Tabal now 
understood the reason: she probably didn’t want to arouse the desires of the other men 
in her tribe. 


Ulla, the sorceress, stepped forward to observe her closely. In her long life, she had met 
many women suffering from obesity, but this girl was thin, as befitting those who were 
constantly on the move. The old woman approached even closer and squeezed one of 
her nipples without any milk coming out. 


“Aren’t you a mother?” she asked, surprised. “Then why are your breasts so swollen?” 
The young girl didn’t respond and continued trying to cover her breasts. 

“Spread your legs,” Ulla ordered. 

But the girl remained unmoved. 


“Spread your legs!” she shouted, giving her a hard slap that burst her lip. The girl 
started crying and slightly parted her thighs, just enough for Ulla to examine her 
vagina. 


The sorceress inserted a couple of fingers and proceeded to conduct a crude 
examination that caused great discomfort to the young woman. After finishing it, she 
proclaimed: 


“She’s a virgin!” she exclaimed in amazement, turning to the others. 
Before anyone could react, the guy who had claimed her earlier insisted again: 
“Tt’s mine! I’m keeping her.” 


He then approached and grabbed her hand, trying to pull her away forcefully. However, 
not everyone agreed, and Unnum stopped him. He crossed paths with him and grabbed 
his arm, forcing him to let go of the girl’s hand. 


“She will be mine. It’s my right by conquest.” 

“No!” the other roared. 

“1’m the leader, Ator!” 

“You owe me, Unnum! We agreed that I would choose first next time!” 
“You'll get the mother,” he offered in exchange. 


After a quick glance at the mentioned woman, the man locked eyes with the chief, and 
the two stared at each other intensely. Or rather, Ator’s only eye, as he was one-eyed, 
fixed his gaze on Unnum’s, and for a few seconds, tension filled the air. Both men were 
equally burly and filled with muscles that could erupt at any moment. However, all the 
warriors went on guard, and Ator realized that, in case of a dispute, they would support 
the leader. 


“The mother?” He seemed to resign. 


“Yes, the mother!” insisted Unnum, with eyes as cold as ice. “That one!” he pointed 
towards the woman the girl seemed to be bonding with, although they looked nothing 
alike. 


Ator contemplated the alternative ‘trophy’ assigned to him and returned a frigid look 
to the chief, who endured it for a moment. Finally, the warrior pointed to the other 
recently captured teenager and said: 


“And that one?” 
“She’s mine too.” 


“What?” The one-eyed man was about to boil over, and Unnum realized he might have 
gone too far. But he couldn’t back down now to avoid showing weakness. He then 
looked back at the group of captured women and children and noticed there was still 
another woman to distribute besides the sick one. It was the one with the relics, 
undoubtedly the worst ‘of the package’, and theoretically, it should belong to Cadfe, 
another prominent warrior. But Cadfe was more docile than Ator, and Unnum finally 
opted for a compromise: 


“If you want another woman in addition to the one you got, dispute that one —he 
pointed towards the unattractive female—, with your comrades.” 


Another tense silence ensued, with the unfaltering chief moving his axe slightly up and 
down. Finally, Ator spat at the side, grabbed the mother of the teenager by one arm, 
and the woman followed her new husband resignedly towards a group of bushes 
beyond. 


Once the distribution was completed, the captured women put back on their ragged 
hides and the tribe distributed their belongings among the members of the victorious 
clan. Then, the tribe shared the meagre food they had with the newcomers and their 
children, and after gathering enough water, the resulting tribe from that merger began 
its journey northward. 


The two teenagers walked in the middle of everyone, in case one of them dared to 
escape. Meanwhile, the other three women and their children were barely watched. 
They had enough trouble dragging their crying offspring. Certainly, none of them 
would entertain the idea of running away. The chances of surviving alone in that 
hostile world were practically nil. 


It wasn’t yet dark when suddenly two tremendous lightning bolts pierced the celestial 
vault, striking two distant mountains. 


“Again?” exclaimed one of the women, before a bright light illuminated the sky as if it 
were noon. 


“The gods are angry,” muttered the sorceress, who stopped and began to feel agitation 
in her chest that almost caused convulsions. “Oh, Baloc!” she knelt. “Fill the sky with 
clouds if it is your desire...! But don’t kill us!” 


“Get up, old woman!” Unnum kicked her. “We need to quicken the pace if we want to 
arrive before nightfall.” 


And finally, they arrived. As night fell, they reached a system of caves nestled on the 
slope of a mountain, and some men started a fire at the entrance to prevent beasts 
from entering. It was a vast space they had recently discovered, divided into various 
‘rooms’ scattered at different heights, some quite distant from each other. A karst 
massif that water had carved over the ages and that could accommodate several tribes. 
In fact, when they discovered it, they found the remains of many fires and animal 
bones, an unmistakable sign that it had been used by other people in the past, even in 
the distant past. 


On the way, the sick woman had already died, and their rituals prohibited them from 
eating the dead if they hadn’t been sacrificed previously. Masha, the woman who 
offered her breasts, took care of her baby, as the other mothers in their tribe could 
barely support their own. 


After dinner with some berries, the sorceress invoked the gods, and the women and 
some men danced around the main bonfire. Then, since the girl with the large breasts 
was a virgin, the old woman had to perform a certain ritual before Unnum lie with her, 
something he had been longing for a while. But Ulla didn’t react. After the dances, the 
sorceress lay on the ground with blank eyes and foaming at the mouth. Impatient to 
consummate ‘his love’, the chief grabbed the girl and dragged her to a corner of the 
cave, while she tried to resist, unsuccessfully. But at that moment, the old woman woke 


up. 
“No!” she shouted. “You can’t lie with her!” 


Ulla sprung forward like a coil and hurriedly snatched the young girl from the man’s 
clutches. 


“What are you saying, cursed witch?” Unnum roared and pushed her away with a swipe 


of his hand. 


“You can’t do it!” she persisted. “I’ve just had a vision. The gods have revealed to me 
that great disasters will befall us if you do it. The thunder, the lightning... What we’ve 
seen so far is just a warning, and the next time, it will strike directly at our heads.” 


“Alright, old woman. What does that have to do with me?” 

“The young woman must die a virgin,” she said, solemnly. 

“What?” 

“To prevent calamity.” 

“What calamity?” 

“She must be sacrificed on the next full moon, or else, we'll all perish.” 
“No!” roared the chief. “She will be mine right now!” 


Unnum dismissed the sorceress and grabbed the girl again, starting to move towards 
his ‘quarters’. But at that moment, Ator, still resentful, stood in his way, and this time 
he didn’t hesitate to grab him fiercely by his hide. 


“Haven’t you heard what the witch said?” 


The one-eyed man looked at him threateningly with his lone eye, knowing that this 
time he was right. 


“Respect our gods, Unnum!” said another tribe member. 

“Yes, respect them!” shouted another. 

Even Ladda, his favourite, didn’t take long to make herself heard: 
“Do you want all our children to die?” 


The chief looked at everyone with a serious expression, and then, being aware that the 
whole tribe was against him, he seemed to resign. Ulla approached him again and 
whispered: 


“Settle for the other girl. She’s also part of your today’s loot.” 


Unnum considered the decision and nodded. The other teenager wasn’t as spectacular, 
but she had been friendly during the journey from the oasis to the caves. It was clear 
that she wanted to please him and was an intelligent woman. If she managed to become 
the new favourite of the chief, she would certainly live well. 


“Alright,” he agreed. “She will be sacrificed on the next full moon to appease the gods. 
You,” he pointed at Tabal, the man he trusted the most, “take care of her until then. 
You'll vouch for her virginity with your life.” 


The young man stepped forward and took the girl by the hand, intending to bring her 
near the fire, as she seemed visibly chilled. She looked at him suspiciously, but he tried 
to reassure her with an affectionate smile. 


Before long, everyone went to sleep. Unnum unleashed his primal instincts with his 
new wife, while Ator did the same with Kara, the woman assigned to him, who was the 
mother of the virgin girl. Despite being older, she must have been quite an expert in 
the art of love, as the one-eyed man engaged in the act again despite being tired from 
the fight and the long journey. Furthermore, he relinquished the other woman he was 
supposed to contend for with Cadfe, who welcomed her with open arms, as he had none 
at the moment, as his previous wife had been murdered by another rival wife, who died 
later during childbirth. 


Meanwhile, Tabal went with the girl with the large breasts to the corner where he 
usually slept. There, they settled in and prepared to spend the night. However, the girl, 
understandably shocked by her death sentence, couldn’t stop crying and shivering at 
the same time. 


And for good reason. The place in question was a secluded spot in that conglomerate of 
chambers, very close to the end of the cave, and it had some dampness. Tabal felt pity 
for the young girl and offered her one of his hides, as the one she was wearing was 
quite worn out and small. 


She looked at him surprised, and he smiled, proceeding to show her the best way to 
place that thick megaloceros hide, the best one he had. Eventually, they fell asleep and 
spent the night, although Tabal’s sleep, like hers, was quite light. 


Hunting 


The sky was in a state of transition, shifting from the darkness of the night to the 
gentle glow of dawn. Stars still twinkled in the sky, but the first rays of light were 
beginning to illuminate the horizon. The firmament was tinged with soft shades of 
pink, orange, and purple. 


As the morning light intensified, the effects of the drought became increasingly visible: 
dry and withered vegetation stretched as far as the eye could see, with exhausted tall 
grass and scattered trees that had lost much of their leaves. The ground was cracked 
and dusty due to the lack of rain, and the puddles had dried up, reduced to mud at best. 


Only a few oases remained here and there in what had once been lush forests full of 
life. Tough times had befallen the people in that distant era. Despite everything, the 
silent and desolate nature welcomed the tribe. 


The morning rose cold and dry, and Unnum’s clan headed back to the oasis. There, they 
hoped to catch some animals approaching to drink, something they couldn’t do the 
previous night, a more opportune moment, as they spotted some sabre-toothed tigers 
prowling the area. On the way, the animosity of Ator and Unnum’s women towards the 
newcomers was evident, foreshadowing tough times for their children and good times 
for the new wives. At least for as long as the novelty lasted. 


But throughout the day, they barely managed to catch anything. They only got a few 
small prey, and as night approached, they prepared for dinner. 


The tribe scattered around the small pond. In its day, it must have been a significant 
water reserve, but it was diminishing, and in some areas, mud was all that was left. 


Tabal got only a piece of meat and a few berries, which he eagerly started to devour. 
However, his captive companion looked at the steak with eyes reflecting infinite 
sadness, and before taking a bite, she asked: 


“How long has it been since you last had meat?” 
She sighed and said: 
“I don’t even remember,” she said, looking down. 


The boy felt sorry for her. What must have been a beautiful black mane was now ragged 
and torn, hiding almost all of her lovely face. He, on the other hand, had a clear 
forehead and brown hair pulled back. Despite also being a teenager, his body was fully 
developed and indistinguishable from the other men. 


Tabal reached out and tried to gather the strands covering the girl’s face, making her 
look at him. He, in turn, gave her an innocent and affectionate gaze, offering her his 
food with eyes full of tenderness: 


“Eat the berries too. I think you need them more than I do.” 


And rightfully so. From the scarce food the tribe had, the girl had barely received 
anything the previous day, and she must have been without a proper meal for quite 
some time. 


“Hey, what’s your name? We’ve been together all day, and I still don’t know your 
name.” 


“Umma,” she replied while devouring the plate. 


“Does the wound hurt?” he asked, noticing she winced every time she opened her 
mouth. Although it was healing, the slap Ulla gave her on the lip still left it somewhat 
bruised. 


The girl simply shook her head, continuing to eat. Tabal let her finish, and when she 
did, he asked: 


“What were you doing with Samman? When did they capture you?” 
“His tribe raided mine three seasons ago.” 
“Three seasons?” 


“Yes, three rainy seasons. In the territory where I come from, we measured time by the 
snow. But here, apparently, there’s a dry season and a rainy season.” 


Umma spoke Tabal’s language quite correctly, although with a strong foreign accent. It 
was evident that she had acquired the language in the three years she had been with 
Samman, Unnum’s brother now dead. The girl still had a sad expression, but she was 
gradually opening up to her guardian. In fact, Tabal wasn’t with her to prevent her 
from escaping. It was something that no one in their right mind would dare to do, as a 
lone woman in that hostile environment would be devoured by wild animals in a 
matter of hours, or at most, days. In fact, the boy’s mission was to prevent other men 
from approaching her. 


“I am sixteen rainy seasons old,” the boy asserted. “I’ve never been to snowy 
territories, except those in the mountains. Well, rainy seasons... it’s a saying. It rains 
less and less. In this season, it hasn’t rained at all. How many do you have?” 


“TI am also sixteen.” 


“Sixteen seasons...,” the boy raised his eyebrows. “And you’re still a virgin... How is that 
possible?” 


The young girl sighed and then said: 


“When Samman raided my tribe, I was still not a woman, but then my breasts grew 
quickly. That was interpreted as a sign.” 


“A sign?” 


“Yes. When I became a woman, Samman gave up taking me as his wife because the gods 
revealed to him in dreams that if he did, they wouldn’t favour him.” 


“I see. By making that sacrifice, he would gain their favour.” 
“Exactly. Our sorceress confirmed it. I was... like a talisman.” 


Tabal remembered that Samman was very superstitious. In fact, it was a surprise to 
everyone that Ulla, the sorceress, sided with Unnum, who was less docile, instead of his 
brother. 


“Well, it doesn’t seem like your gods have been very favourable lately.” 


“The drought is bad for everyone, and for us, it’s worse. In the south, it didn’t rain 
much in the previous season either. That’s why two warriors were planning to kill 
Samman and take me as a wife. I believe that if you hadn’t appeared, I would no longer 
be a virgin.” 


“Wow... but if you’re from the north, why did you come so far south?” 
“Too cold,” she answered. “The herds came here, and we followed.” 


“T see... Well, now they’re heading back north. We’re going to start moving that way. 
We'll have to stock up on good hides before we get there.” 


Umma remembered the gesture from the previous night and thanked him: 

“Your hide comforted me. Did you feel cold yesterday?” 

“Yes. But I’m used to it.” 

She looked at him and smiled affectionately. Then she said: 

“You sleep alone... Don’t you have a woman to keep you warm?” 

“T’ve never had a woman. I would if I excelled in war, but I’ve never killed anyone.” 
“What is your trade?” 


“T’m a hunter. Well, you know... In a tribe, we all have to do everything. When it’s time 
to hunt, we all hunt, even the warriors. And when it’s time to fight, well, we all fight.” 


At that moment, some women began to gather branches to stoke the fire. Umma asked: 
“Aren’t we going to the caves?” 


“Not tonight. We'll stay here. We’re going to try to hunt some prey that comes to drink 
at the well. Yesterday, we had to leave because of the tigers.” 


“Are there none now?” 


“We think not. From the tracks, they must have moved north. We'll be less cold here,” 
Tabal continued. “Of course, my megaloceros hide is still yours.” 


She smiled again, and at that moment, Kara, the woman who seemed to be her mother, 
passed by with her children at her side. Umma exchanged some words in her language 
with her, and when she left to be with Ator, Tabal asked: 


“Are you really Kara’s daughter? You don’t look much alike,” he observed, and it was 
true. Kara was an ordinary woman, with barely any breasts, like all the others. Her face 
was friendly, with a narrow shape; she had large and expressive eyes and wide hips, 
undoubtedly a result of numerous childbirths. 


“She is not my mother,” Umma responded. “My mother died when I was born. Kara is 
my wet nurse. She raised me, and I am like her daughter. Her eldest daughter.” 


The sunset gave way to a navy blue sky, and some stars were already visible as points of 
light in the east. The tribe members lay down to begin sleeping, and Umma asked: 


“Aren’t you sleeping?” 


“Tonight, we have to hunt. As soon as it gets completely dark, we’ll have to leave.” 
“Do I go too?” 


“Yes, you'll accompany me during the watch. Unnum doesn’t want to lose sight of you 
for a moment. He doesn’t trust the men, who can’t stop looking at you.” 


“Yeah, I have already noticed it.” 


“But don’t worry about the hunting; it’ll be easy. It’s a matter of staying completely still 
and silent so that the animals think they are alone. When they are drinking, they'll be 
ours.” 


The camp was at some distance from the well. The women would stay there with the 
children, next to the fire, while the hunters would head towards the water. As they set 
out, Umma asked: 


“Why does Ator stay with the women?” 

“Haha,” he smiled. “It is said that your mother keeps him ‘very satisfied’.” 
“Is that why?” 

“No, just kidding. He doesn’t see well at night. Since he only has one eye...” 
“T see. I understand. Why did he lose it?” 


“A wild horse kicked him in the head. Those were the good times, when it rained. We 
spotted a herd and scared them with fire to lead them toward a cliff. You know, they go 
wild, and then they don’t have time to stop and avoid falling. Ator was with other men, 
blocking a passage, so they couldn’t escape that way. One reared up. And...,” Tabal 
shuddered, remembering the scene, “well, it gave him a good kick in the face. Losing an 
eye was the least of his worries. That man is very tough.” 


“Yes, he really seems like it. Kara told me this morning that he alone killed a bear, and 
that’s why he has such a good black hide.” 


“Haha, that’s a lie. We found the bear dead inside a cave.” 

The girl chuckled, and he was glad she had a good spirit, considering what awaited her. 
“Hey, Umma, aren’t you afraid of death?” 

“T am immortal, Tabal.” 

“Are you serious?” 

“Yes. I won’t die on the full moon. I’m sure of that.” 


The boy looked at her incredulously, but she didn’t seem to be joking. Umma 
continued: 


“The sorceress of my tribe predicted that I would never die. She was a very wise woman 
who had many premonitions. They all came true.” 


“How can that be possible? I mean, not being able to die.” 


“T don’t know. The god is also immortal, isn’t he?” 


“Well, yes, but gods are gods... and we’re just humans. Do you worship Baloc?” 
“Our sorceress spoke of a single God.” 

“Baloc, I suppose.” 

The girl shrugged. “I don’t know. Who is Baloc?” 


“He’s the god of our tribe, although there are many more. Didn’t Samman tell you 
about him?” 


“Only sorceresses talk about gods, and we already had ours.” 
“What happened to her?” 
“She left us last month. He drank stagnant water. His belly swelled, and he died.” 


“Damn drought,” lamented Tabal. “Baloc is holding the water in the sky and denying it 
to us. He must be furious because strange things have been happening for the past 
three days.” 


“What things? Those strange lightning and flashes?” 
Tabal nodded. 


“Yes. They happen several times a day without a single cloud in the sky. And not just 
that. Some women have reported very strange things. Some of them had bleeding, like 
their monthly cycle, when it wasn’t their time, and it disappeared before reaching the 
ground.” 


Umma raised her eyebrows. 


“Well, we’ve arrived,” the boy warned. “Now lie down and don’t move. I'll position 
myself behind that tree,” he pointed to a yew tree and crouched down next to it. 


The girl obeyed and lay down, quickly falling asleep. The tree was next to a narrow 
corridor through which herbivores had to pass to drink, and other men positioned 
themselves in similar spots. 


The night passed without a single quadruped appearing. Gazelles, deer, and even a 
megaloceros were expected, but the first half passed without any sign of them. It 
seemed that very few remained in that territory, as they had all gone north. 


Tabal looked up at the sky and marvelled at the multitude of stars filling the 
firmament. The crescent moon hid momentarily when herds of clouds veiled its intense 
silver light. It was a sky very similar to that other night, four seasons ago. Only this 
time it wasn’t as late, and in fact, the purple hues of sunset were still visible on the 
horizon. 


The tribe, always hungry, had found a herd of horses grazing in a cane thicket at the 
bottom of a valley. There were at least thirty or forty of them, and the tribe leaders, 
Unnum and Samman —when the brothers still got along— debated how to carry out the 
operation. The latter advocated for silently advancing through the grass and throwing 
their spears when they were within range. However, his brother believed there was a 
high risk of the animals realising it and fleeing before they got close enough. 


Unnum preferred a fire-driven encirclement tactic because Fortune had arranged for 
the animals to be relatively close to a large cliff, an immense abyss. If they could drive 
them over, the tribe could satisfy its hunger with the finest-quality meat. 


The matter seemed quite simple, and in the end, they agreed to split into two groups, 
including women. Every resource was useful to block all exits and make the animals 
run toward the only place where no one was, namely, the abyss. 


Samman would lead the group, preventing the horses from escaping through the right 
gorge, and Unnum would do the same on the left. The valley’s bottom had a natural 
plug formed by the mountains, and there, the animals couldn’t escape. Among other 
things, the tribe had set fire to the grass covering the slopes. 


With the fire already started, the men who ignited it ran towards the animals with 
torches held high, shouting at the top of their lungs. As expected, the herbivores got 
scared and started running in all directions. 


The stampede was divided into three sections. One went towards Samman, where they 
managed to turn the horses and join the second, running towards the cliff. The third 
section, however, stubbornly insisted on trying to escape, and a good number of 
animals rushed into Unnum’s area, where a dozen people, including men, women, and 
even children, tried everything to drive them back using the fire. Some even managed 
to insert a spear into a horse’s side, although not with enough force to stop it. 


Ator was one of those men who risked getting close enough to do that. But his bet went 
wrong, and the animal fell on him, almost without him realising it. The one-eyed man, 
who wasn’t one-eyed yet, had lost his best spear and only had a shorter one left, 
designed not for throwing but for close combat. And that’s what he tried to do. 


But the horse faced him, reared up on its hind legs, offering its belly to the man, who 
tried to embed the weapon in the animal’s belly. Bad idea. Even though he tried to do it 
from the side, he couldn’t avoid a powerful kick landing on his face, leaving him 
unconscious. The impact was severe, and eventually, it cost him his eye. 


The tribe, although at its peak in terms of number of people, was still insufficient to 
cordon off the area, and many animals escaped. Mostly through the gap left by Ator 
being out of the game. 


“We must prevent more from escaping!” Unnum ordered, urging the hunters. “If 
others notice this gap, they’ll avoid the cliff and come this way!” 


And that’s what they did. The men regrouped, waved their torches, shouting louder 
than ever, and managed to corral them. 


When the horses reached the abyss, they naturally slowed down, but the force of those 
behind them, completely unbridled, pushed the ones in front towards their fatal 
destiny. 


Tabal had the nightmarish scene etched into his retina. No less than fifteen or twenty 
animals fell one after another, crashing against the ground below in a colossal drop. 


Men and women hugged and celebrated greatly for that resounding success, in an 
operation where only Ator was injured. Too bad they could only make use of the meat 
from two or three animals, as the others would rot in a short time. 


Now, they just had to descend the gorge and reach the bottom of the canyon to secure 
the precious food before the predators found it. And that wasn’t a minor matter. By 
Samman’s decision, the hunters prepared to descend the most difficult but also the 
shortest path. They would save a lot of time and could arrive before the hyenas, 
common in the area. Only he and a couple of men stayed behind and accompanied the 
women and children on the easy path. It wasn’t a good idea to leave them alone in the 
middle of the night in such places, and in fact, their group was more at risk than the 
hunters’. 


During that time, Tabal was already twelve seasons old and considered himself a 
hunter. Therefore, he chose to accompany Unnum’s group along the steep path. 


However, he didn’t have enough strength yet, and the gravel covering the narrow trail 
caused him to slip, holding on only to a branch of a small bush. 


“Help!” he shouted, swinging, completely defenceless. Around him, the moon barely 
illuminated more than the vertical walls of those immense rock formations, and in the 
background, the darkness of the abyss loomed beneath his feet. 


“Help!” he pleaded, as the bush broke loose from the ground, and Tabal fell, just like 
the horses had fallen a little earlier... 


And at that moment, he woke up. Someone had grabbed him. 


“What’s wrong, Tabal?” Umma asked. The young man had taken a brief nap for a 
moment and had dreamed that scene again. The girl noticed his agitated breathing and 
grabbed his arm. 


“Nothing, just a nightmare,” he replied, recovering. “Speak softly,” he whispered. “You 
might scare away the animals if they come to drink.” 


“What were you dreaming about?” 


The boy sighed and then said, “As we talked about the horses earlier, I relived what 
happened that day.” 


“Do you mean, what happened to Ator? Did it affect you so much?” 


“No, it’s not that. It’s... well,” he resisted telling her, but eventually did. “When we 
descended the gorge where the animals fell, I slipped and almost fell into the void. It 
was night, and visibility was poor. If it weren’t for Unnum, who gave me a hand, I 
would have died that day.” 


“Well... thank goodness.” 
“Yes,” he sighed again. “It wasn’t the first time he saved my life.” 
Umma stared at him, as if expecting him to tell her more. But Tabal wasn’t in the mood. 


“Now, go to sleep. Dawn shouldn’t be far, and the animals will be coming... if they come 
sometime. We shouldn’t talk anymore, not even in whispers.” 


The girl obeyed and laid down, although she couldn’t fall asleep anymore that night. 
She stared at her companion, who now paid close attention to the surrounding sounds. 
Absolute silence was essential to knowing where the herbivores were coming from and 
positioning themselves close to corral them. 


Finally, just before dawn, three fawns appeared on the path, and Tabal mimicked the 
sound of an owl to signal that he needed help. Unnum, who was closest, hurried over 
and blocked the exit while the young man stealthily approached the water. 


Finally, when he was sure he wouldn't fail, he threw his spear, and it hit the side of a 
deer, which collapsed to the ground. The other fled down the path, but Unnum was 
waiting and pierced it directly with his spear without having to throw it. The other one 
ran into the bushes and disappeared. 


“Two catches!” they shouted almost in unison. With that, the tribe could eat until 
satisfied, and there would be leftover meat. The others rushed there, but before they 
arrived... 


They weren’t alone. A pack of steppe wolves, big enough, also vied for the same food. 
Their eyes gleamed in the darkness, and their growls sent shivers down anyone’s spine. 


Wolves... thought Tabal. If it had been a tiger or a bear, it would have been less 
problematic. They were solitary beasts, and with all the men, now that the children 
were not around, forming a tight group with spears at their ready, they could have 
easily scared them away. But not the wolves. They attacked in packs and from all sides. 
It was futile to confront them, and Unnum gave the order to retreat. At least those two 
catches would serve to divert their attention from the camp, and the rest of the tribe 
would be safe. However, they would have to leave immediately. 


A lucky break 


The nomads continued their journey, this time towards the north-west. They found 
nothing. They could only collect the typical berries —few and dried—, some honey, and 
a few overripe nuts. The entire tribe was hungry, and the children wouldn’t stop 
crying. 


The midday heat, stifling, forced them to stop, and at dusk, they resumed the march, 
almost without strength. Near nightfall, they inspected some traps they had set a few 
days ago, and only one of them had caught something: a miserable rabbit that went 
entirely to the children, who were the only ones who had dinner that night. 


As if that wasn’t enough, they had moved quite far from the oasis and barely had any 
water. Some suggested returning to it, perhaps taking advantage of what the wolves 
might have left. But Ulla, the sorceress, had another ‘vision’ and forced the tribe to 
march southeast, towards a pasture that extended over a small plain not far from the 
cave. The men protested because there was no water there, but the old woman insisted, 
and at dawn, everyone went there. 


When they arrived, nearing midday, their water supplies had run out, and the sorceress 
said, ‘dig here’. The men dug for a while, and at about two or three cubits deep... they 
found water. 


The liquid quenched their thirst and momentarily distracted them from hunger, if only 
because it filled those empty stomachs. 


Afterwards, they stopped to rest with the aim of continuing in the afternoon, and 
groups formed among the tribe members. As always, Umma and Tabal were separated 
from the others, by Unnum’s explicit order: no man was to approach her except her 
guardian. Only Kara, her stepmother, appeared there from time to time, as long as her 
three children allowed her. 


“What happened between you and Samman?” the girl asked. 
“He never told you?” 


“We only know that he fell out with Unnum over a betrayal. The tribe split in two, and 
only three men followed him, with their women.” 


“Well, they weren’t exactly his women. In fact, Samman left his behind and took 
Unnum’s, who were ‘better’. Younger, you know.” 


“Now I understand what Ulla said when she killed him: ‘You won’t steal women from 
anyone else again.” 


“Exactly. That was one of the reasons why he hated him so much.” 
“But those... did they go willingly?” 


“They were almost children. I suppose Samman seemed stronger to them, and he 
actually was. Besides, they were fed up with Ulla and her paranormal obsessions. That 
woman is a witch, for real.” 


“Indeed, she is. She’s... sinister.” 


“Not just that. She instigated the two brothers to fight.” 
“When was this?” 


“Well, actually, it all started much earlier when Calem, the brothers’ father, died. The 
two sons wanted to be chiefs, and Samman defeated Unnum in a fight, breaking some 
of his bones. He took control of the tribe, but that wasn’t enough: some of his women 
betrayed him.” 


“Of course, you can’t control a tribe if you don’t have the women on your side.” 


“Exactly. They hid their weapons while he slept and almost killed him, if it weren’t for 
some men who defended him and had to fight to save their lives. In the end, he had no 
choice but to escape.” 


“The typical rivalry between women.” 


“That’s right. When I have a wife, I’ll have only her. I’ve seen what happens when you 
have more than one.” 


“Wouldn’t you take another wife if one was offered to you? If you liked her more than 
the one you already have?” 


Tabal smiled and looked directly at Umma. 


“If I genuinely like the wife I have, I won’t need any more,” he asserted, then looked 
away with a bitter expression. Then he asked, “Do you know what happened to them? 
To the women Samman took, I mean.” 


“They weren’t with him when we arrived. I think they were stolen by another tribe.” 
“Yeah, the usual. What a cruel world...” 


“You wouldn’t steal other men’s women, would you? If you liked one more than the one 
you have?” 


“Me? Never. It’s something that disgusts me. I follow Unnum and obey him because I 
have no choice.” 


‘Just for that?” 

“Not just. He treated me well when I was a child.” 
“Are you Unnum’s son?” 

“No. I never got to know my parents.” 

“What happened? 


“I barely remember. I must have been... I don’t know... two or three seasons old at 
most. It was because of the volcano.” 


“What volcano?” 


“Of course. You must have been in the north around that time. But not far from here, 
there was a massive eruption... an entire mountain exploded and flooded the area with 
lava. The entire land to the west was devastated, and it seems like my parents must 
have died there. I only remember the heat, the smoke, the ashes... and also Unnum, 


who picked me up and took me with him when his father was still alive. Around that 
time, he didn’t have sons yet and treated me as if I were his own. His wife, Masha, has 
been like a mother to me.” 


“Masha? Do you mean the one who has taken care of Sudda’s son, the woman who died 
the day you found us?” 


“Yes, her. She fell out of favour when Unnum preferred Ladda, and now she’s unhinged. 
The chief is not the same as before, and he despises the children he had with her. In 
fact, she doesn’t sleep with him anymore.” 


“What a sad destiny for her.” 


“Indeed. But now Ladda sees her ‘throne’ in jeopardy if Unnum becomes infatuated 
with your companion, his new wife. What’s her name? Thura?” 


“Yes. Do you think it will happen?” 

“What?” 

“That Ladda will suffer the same fate as Masha, and her children will also be despised.” 
“Most likely. Unnum has always preferred young wives.” 


“How harsh life is!” Umma sighed. “When it’s not the dangers of nature, we create 
problems for ourselves.” 


“That’s how it is,” he nodded, looking away. “And this tribe is one of the worst.” 
“All tribes are like that, Tabal. At least, you were lucky.” 

“Me? Don’t believe it. At first, Ulla wanted to sacrifice me.” 

“Oh, really?” 


“It’s the custom. Whenever someone is found or when a tribe expands through 
conquest, a sacrifice has to be made to the gods. You know, the tribe increases its 
resources, and the gods have to take their share as tribute. As gratitude, so to speak. 
And since I was the only one they found, there was no other candidate.” 


“And what happened? Did Unnum convince her not to do it?” 


“No. On the night before the full moon, Ulla had a dream. Baloc told her not to kill me 
because I was a survivor, and as such, I would bring survival to the tribe.” 


“Wow! Another talisman, like me.” 


“Yes, it could be. That’s why Ulla gave me this name, Tabal. I was so shaken by the 
volcano that I couldn’t even remember my own name.” 


“What does it mean?” 
“Tabal? It means Baloc’s protégé.” 
“But wouldn’t that be ‘Ta-Baloc’?” 


, 


“No. That would mean ‘to protect Baloc’,” he replied. “In our language, to express 
possession, the name loses its last syllable.” 


“Ah! That’s right, I forgot. I still don’t handle your language well.” 


“Oh, no, I think you handle it very well, Umma. For only knowing it for three seasons, 
you speak it as well as I do.” 


The girl shrugged, and he added, “That’s a sign that you're very intelligent.” 
“Thanks,” she replied, looking away. “Perhaps the two languages are similar.” 


“T don’t think so. When I hear you talking to Kara, I don’t understand anything. I don’t 
understand a word. Other times we’ve seen other people, but we’ve been able to 
communicate.” 


“Of course, because you all belong to the ‘Samo’ people, the people who have always 
lived here.” 


“That’s right. Which are your people, then?” 


“The ‘Kuru’ people. Tradition says that our origin is far away, in the north-east, and for 
some reason we went west, but always in the north. Until a few of us came down to the 
south and met Samman.” 


“The Kuru people... is that why your stepmother is called Kara?” 
“T don’t know,” she shrugged. Then she asked: 


“Hey, Tabal, do you think I'll be that lucky? I mean, the luck you had. Do you think Ulla 
will regret her decision to kill me?” 


“Hopefully!” he replied, with a wish that came from the depths of his heart. “But it’s 
impossible,” he lamented. “Since then, she hasn’t lifted the sentence of anyone, 
especially not a woman.” 


“Why not a woman?” 


“Women are more valuable than men. Just look at what happened with your tribe. 
Men’s lives aren’t valuable, and we kill them all. But not women.” 


“Only for that?” she was offended. “Are we more valuable because one can have a 
larger harem?” 


“Not just for that. The more women a tribe has, the larger it will be, as they will have 
more children. A tribe with many men and only one woman, for example, will never 
grow.” 


“T see,” she understood. “But then I don’t get it, Tabal. If women are more valuable, 
why sacrifice them? Why sacrifice me?” 


“Exactly for that reason. The greater the value of what is sacrificed, the more inclined 
the gods will be to help us. You are the most valuable thing we have, and in this way, 
Ulla hopes to please Baloc and get him to send us rain,” he explained. Tabal couldn’t 
understand how Umma didn’t know these things. “Didn’t you have sacrifices in your 
tribe?” 


“Only animals. Our sorceress said that human sacrifices, far from pleasing God, repel 
him.” 


“Oh...,” he was surprised. 


“But do you believe that?” Umma continued. “Do you believe that if I die, you will live 
better?” 


“No. I don’t believe that. Baloc couldn’t have created something as wonderful as you 
are,” he looked at her tenderly, “just to die so young.” 


She smiled and stroked his cheek. Then she said: 
“But then, why did Baloc tell her during that trance, that I had to die?” 


“Who knows!” he shrugged. “Maybe it wasn’t Baloc. Maybe it was some other god, or 
even a demon. Or it could have been her imagination. That old woman is crazy. It’s a 
shame that our fate is in the hands of a person like her.” 


“Indeed,” she replied. “Anyway,” she wondered, “I don’t understand, Tabal. If you’re so 
unhappy here, why don’t you leave?” 


“Where would I go?” he replied. “It’s already difficult to survive as part of a tribe... so 
being alone... But don’t think I haven’t thought about it. It’s an idea that crosses my 
mind... often.” 


At that moment, one of the men who was on an elevation watching over the camp came 
running and said: 


“The aurochs!” 
“Where?” asked Unnum. 


“Behind that hill,” he pointed. “If we surround it well, we could corner it in a small 
ravine behind.” 


“Let’s go!” ordered the chief. 


All the men jumped instantly and grabbed their weapons. If they managed to hunt that 
animal, hunger would end. 


When they arrived, the beast was grazing on the sparse grass in a small hollow. All the 
men positioned themselves around it and began to approach slowly. 


The aurochs, a giant gleaming in the sun, almost taller than a man, sensed the presence 
of the hunters and raised its head, sniffing the air with its wide nostrils. Its horns 
measured more than two cubits and were as thick at the base as a child’s leg. 


The beast let out a snort that echoed through the valley like the war cry of a hundred 
warriors, but it didn’t deter the hunters, who kept stealthily and determinedly 
approaching. 


Before they were within spear range, the giant beast charged towards one of them. The 
warrior waited as his companions ran to join him. When the creature was close enough, 
he hurled his spear with all his might towards the neck, but it hit the skull and didn’t 
stick. However, it left the animal stunned for a moment, and the others used to throw 
their spears at its side. Only two of them lodged into its back as the creature thrashed. 


The aurochs kept running with the spears embedded, fiercely colliding with two men 
who were sent flying, crashing with a muffled thud. The uncontrollable animal ran 


towards Unnum, Ator, and Tabal, who were in a poorly defended position. The chief 
managed to thrust a third spear into its hindquarters, slowing it down a bit. The beast, 
weighing as much as ten men, continued charging towards them. Ator, perhaps 
intentionally, hindered the chief's movements, leaving him exposed to the animal, 
which had him ready to be rammed with its horns. Unnum stumbled, losing his other 
spear, and was trapped against a rock wall, just ten steps away from the creature. 


He would have surely died if Tabal hadn’t stepped between him and the beast, diverting 
its attention. The manoeuvre succeeded in slowing it down, and that was Tabal’s 
intention. The young man was ready, holding his spear firmly. When the animal 
reached him, the weapon was waiting, and its own weight drove it through the neck to 
the heart. The aurochs roared, echoing through the hills before collapsing and shaking 
the ground. Ator followed, driving his spear into the animal, as did the others. 


Unnum got up and embraced the young man with tears in his eyes, shooting a cold 
glance at the one-eyed man, who, however, seemed unfazed and joined the men 
celebrating the significant victory. 


Once the danger had passed, the whole tribe gathered around the dead animal, 
celebrating with joy and embracing each other. 


It took quite some time before the still excited chief addressed Tabal, silencing the tribe 


so he could be heard. 


“Hey, my young friend!” he exclaimed ecstatically. “You saved my life and maybe the 
lives of many others. It’s customary to grant a woman to those who distinguish 
themselves in war, but I want to make an exception for you.” 


The boy’s heart started pounding, and he looked towards Umma, who also gazed at him 
anxiously. At that moment, Ulla tugged at Unnum’s sleeve and whispered something to 
him, and he nodded in response. The chief continued: 


“From now on, I grant you Kara, who will no longer be Ator’s woman but will become 
your wife.” 


“What?” the one-eyed man shouted. “Kara is mine!” 


“Ah! Now you're interested? You didn’t seem to like her much when | first offered her 
to you.” 


“She’s mine, Unnum!” he bellowed. “You can’t take her away from me!” 
“She was!” he emphasised. “Now she belongs to Tabal.” 


The young man looked at the disgruntled husband and made a face as if to say, “It’s not 
my fault...”. But Ator immediately confronted the chief, grabbing his arm and bringing 
his single eye close to his face: 


“You have no right. Do you hear me? No right!” 
Unnum shook off that hand with fury and muttered under his breath: 


“Should have put more effort, one-eyed. Maybe I would’ve given you one of mine if you 
had been the one to save my life.” 


“Give one of yours to the boy if you owe him that much,” he whispered fiercely. 
“If I owe it to him, it’s because you took it from me earlier. You know what I mean.” 


The chief couldn’t forgive Ator for leaving him exposed to the aurochs, probably on 
purpose. The two held each other’s gaze for a moment, and finally, the one-eyed man 
said: 


“This won’t end here, Unnum.” 


The sheepfold 


The tribe feasted heartily on the animal’s meat, starting with the softest parts, the 
organs, as they are harder to preserve. Next, they cooked all the remaining meat and 
smoked the rest to make it last longer. Before nightfall, Unnum’s clan headed towards 
the caves, where they would store the precious provisions in a small pit lined with 
aromatic leaves to ward off insects. The food would last them a good number of days 
before it spoiled. 


During the journey, Unnum’s decision to take Ator’s new wife for Tabal was the talk of 
the tribe, and they couldn’t stop discussing what had happened. 


The one-eyed man travelled alone, at the rear, with a face that told a whole story. Lura, 
the one-eyed man’s wife and mother of his children seemed happier. Kara walked with 
her children beside Umma and her new husband, who didn’t seem very pleased despite 
everything. The girl wasn’t happy either, and she had a long conversation with her 
stepmother on the way to the caves. A conversation that was meaningless to Tabal 
since the two women spoke in their own language. 


At dusk, they reached the promontory where their usual residence stood, the karst 
massif where water had carved spaces over ages in which they now lived. 


As always, a fire was lit at the cave entrance, and some men lit torches and entered first 
to check for any lurking beasts. They explored all the nooks, and once it was confirmed 
there was no danger, the others entered. The women stored the provisions and then 
went to their respective chambers, where their husbands were happily waiting. 


Kara 


At the age of thirty-two, Kara faced life with pragmatism. Copulating with Ator had 
been neither better nor worse than with others she had been with in her life. She had 
eight children from six different men, three of whom still survived and accompanied 
her. All her husbands had died in perilous hunting sessions, attacked by beasts, 
succumbed to diseases, or in wars. The most recent, precisely due to the latter reason, 
just a few days ago. He was Samman’s lieutenant, who died just before Samman. 


That she remained alive after eight childbirths in such a hostile world was quite a feat, 
and she truly considered herself a survivor. She knew few women who had reached her 
age, and Ulla, the witch of her new tribe, was one of them. Ulla even surpassed her, 
likely being over forty. 


Now Kara was Tabal’s woman, and she didn’t expect anything particular from the act of 
love, except that the boy would probably finish quickly, being young and, as rumoured, 
a virgin. Since it was his first time, Kara’s children spent that night with Cadfe’s new 
wife —the unattractive woman rejected by Ator—, whose offspring were familiar 
friends so that their mother’s absence wouldn’t be noticed. 


She prepared appropriately like any female assigned to a male: she washed her pubis 
and lay down naked, waiting for her husband, who was still talking with other men in 
the centre of the cave. While waiting, she reviewed the plan they were going to execute 
that night, which, if successful, would save Umma from death. 


It all started the previous night when Kara lay with Ator. The one-eyed man did 
something that no other man had done before; he touched her breasts. If those small 
protrusions that barely stood out from her torso could be called ‘breasts’. In fact, now 
that her last child had finished breastfeeding a long time ago, they were practically 
indistinguishable from those of any man. Moreover, men generally had even more due 
to their constantly used and thus well-developed musculature. 


But the size of Kara’s breasts was not an exception but the norm, with the real 
exception being her stepdaughter’s. Breasts that Ator undoubtedly desired, as was clear 
with that gesture he made towards Kara. 


So, when they finished copulating, she asked him: 
“You desire Umma, don’t you?” 


“Yes,” he responded bluntly. The main firelight of the cave timidly reached where they 
were, and Kara could see the anger reflected in the eyes —or rather, the only eye— of 
her former husband, now that she was assigned to Tabal. 


“Wouldn’t you like her to be your wife?” she continued. He didn’t answer but made a 
clear gesture of agreement. 


“What’s stopping you?” she insisted, sensing the possibility of saving the girl. 


“Well, to do that,” he replied, “I’d have to kill Unnum and declare myself chief. That, 
for a start.” 


“Would that save her?” 


“First, I’d have to lie with her. Then she’d no longer be a virgin, and Ulla wouldn’t kill 
her. She would sacrifice one of the captured girls, who are also virgins, in her place.” 


Hearing that, Kara fell silent. It wasn’t a plan to replace Umma with another girl, who 
could be one of hers. But that was foreseeing too much. Perhaps he wouldn’t sacrifice 
any, or if he did, it might be Sudda’s baby, who was sick and would die anyway. 


“The problem is Tabal,” Ator continued. “I’d have to kill him too.” 

“Is he really the problem?” she wondered. “Is the boy more difficult than Unnum?” 
“No,” he smiled, “I can kill him even with one eye closed.” 

“That easy? He’s a strong lad...” 

“Yes, but I’m stronger. I’ve killed many men in my life, while he hasn’t killed anyone.” 
“So, what’s the problem?” 


“T’m fond of him,” he replied. “I know I'd have to kill him to get the girl, and I wouldn’t 
like to do that.” 


“Well... I could talk to him. If I convince him to stay still when you...” 


“It won’t work,” he interrupted. “He’s loyal to Unnum until death. Why do you think he 
left her in his care?” he muttered angrily. “Because he knows he won’t betray him,” he 
affirmed. 


That was the conversation they had the previous night. But now things had changed. It 
was actually quite lucky that the young man hunted the aurochs, and even more so 
that, as a reward for saving him, Unnum granted her as a wife to him. Because that 
made things very easy to carry out the plan, and on the way to the caves, Kara 
approached Ator for a moment and said: 


“T’ve talked to Umma, and she’s going to cooperate.” 


The one-eyed man was pleasantly surprised. He had already decided to kill Unnum, as 
what had happened that afternoon after hunting the aurochs was the last straw. He was 
pleased to find that there was someone else on his side. 


“And what about Tabal?” he asked, cautiously. 


“Tl take care of him. I'll keep him ‘busy’, you know what I mean, and I assure you he 
won’t find out about anything.” 


The man grinned mischievously and said: 


“Well then, I'll take care of Unnum.” 


The plan 


Tabal was taking too long to arrive. From where Kara was, which were the ‘quarters’ of 
her new husband, only a murmur of the conversations of the other men in the tribe in 
the central part of the cave could be heard. Maybe she had been too quick to go there, 
and should have stayed with the others... 


Certainly, she was eager to carry out the plan, which, in principle, shouldn’t fail. Or 
would it? 


The wait was making her nervous, and she wondered if, instead of what she had 
devised, it would be better for them to escape with Umma to save her from death. But 
she quickly dismissed the idea. They couldn’t survive alone wandering in that hostile 
world, and they would probably die shortly after escaping, either as prey for predators 
or, worse, from hunger. Finding another tribe that would accept the two of them and 
the three kids before long was a possibility, but a rather remote one. 


Women and children were a precious commodity: the former for their sexual value, and 
as for the latter, the boys would eventually become new warriors to enhance the tribe’s 
power, and the girls would become new wives to compensate those who distinguished 
themselves in war. Because neither women nor children were killed in battles that 
almost invariably took place whenever two tribes met. On the contrary, their lives were 
respected and assigned to the most valiant warriors. Ulla’s custom of sacrificing to the 
gods, at least one person among those captured, was fortunately something 
uncommon. 


But if they escaped, waiting for someone to take them in before they died on the steppe 
was nearly impossible due to the scarcity of people in a world that was practically 
uninhabited. In fact, Unnum’s tribe was the first they had seen in many weeks, and 
they had stayed an even longer time in the past without seeing anyone. And if it was 
difficult for two women, for one alone —Umma, in case she escaped alone—, it was 
nearly impossible. The only possibility for the girl to survive until the full moon was a 
change of mind in the executioners’ minds, although nothing predicted that it would 
happen if it hadn’t already since her death sentence was signed. 


Therefore, it had to be forced. A ‘coup’ had to be forced, and that’s what Kara was 
involved in that night. 


Ator was hurt when Unnum took the stepmother away to give her to Tabal, but he also 
didn’t resign himself to losing Umma, who was obviously his first choice. After all, he 
had the law on his side: he was entitled by the right of conquest, and although the chief 
had the preference in choosing the conquered women, Unnum granted him the right to 
‘choose anyone he wanted’ in the next war, that is, the one that had just been fought, 
due to a brave performance that occurred in the past. 


The ‘coup’ was feasible. With Unnum dead, Ator would take over the leadership and 
declare Umma as his wife, with Kara being the witness that the marriage had been 
consummated. No longer being a virgin and also being the leader’s wife, Ulla would 
have to revoke her death sentence and find another sacrificial victim. 


That might be the only part of the plan that could go wrong: that the sorceress 
wouldn’t accept Ator as the leader. That would put him against the other men, and 
Umma’s life might even be in danger. 


Although, deep down, the old woman couldn’t blame the one-eyed man for assaulting 
the girl; the blame would always be on Taba, for not fulfilling his duty of vigilance and, 
above all, on Unnum, for assigning that task to an incompetent. 


Still, the crime would’ve gone down, and Ator would’ve defiled the body of a young girl 
who was supposed to be sacrificed as a virgin to the gods. But thinking it over, Ulla 
would have no choice but to accept the done deal. The old woman was evil, but she was 
also pretty smart. In the absence of Unnum, Ator was the only man with enough guts 
and courage to pull the tribe through. Essentially, he was the only ‘alpha male’ left, as 
the others, though tough and hardworking, lacked the smarts and necessary ability to 
make the best decisions in such a hostile world. 


“Here they come,” Kara thought, hearing footsteps approaching where she was. 
Because the fact that she was now Tabal’s wife didn’t exempt him from Umma’s watch, 
as he was the only tribe member Unnum trusted for that job. Any other guy would’ve 
taken the opportunity to hook up with the girl without hesitation, but this guy kept his 
head cool enough and didn’t risk it for something like that. 


So, that ‘wedding night’ between Kara and Tabal had an unwelcome guest in Umma. 
That had been quite lucky for the plans that mother and daughter had in mind, plans 
that necessarily had to have the girl’s agreement, who had already been convinced by 
her stepmother that it was the best thing that could happen to her. 


As a good guardian, Tabal hadn’t left the girl for a moment. But Kara had chatted with 
her in her language, so he hadn’t caught on to anything. 


Her first idea had been to kill him. Now that she was his wife, she could stab him with a 
knife at any time during the intimate act. Really, that would’ve been the logical thing to 
do to make the plan work. Kara never believed that Ator didn’t want to do it because he 
‘liked the boy’, but rather because he was afraid to face a young man in the prime of his 
visual faculties in a poorly lit place, having to rely on just one eye. Killing Unnum in the 
same circumstances was easier despite everything, as the chief was known to sleep like 
a log, and a surprise attack would be more effective. On the other hand, the young man 
would undoubtedly be on guard because his mission was to prevent anyone from 
approaching the girl. 


But the problem was that Tabal couldn’t be eliminated so easily. Umma had made it 
clear that she wouldn’t cooperate with all that and would scream, waking up the whole 
tribe if they dared to touch the boy. So, Kara came up with a second plan, which was to 
neutralise the young man in the way she knew best: by getting close to him. It was 
highly likely that, in the dimness of the cave and being his first time, the boy wouldn’t 
even realize that Ator had appeared and taken Umma to lie with him. Yes, that would 
work with total certainty, the woman told herself. Kara was an expert in giving 
pleasure to men; she had always been the favourite of all those she had been with, and 
perhaps that was why three of her children were still alive. They always got the best 
portions and had priority over the children of others. Nothing could happen to the boy 


afterwards for not keeping a close enough eye, as Unnum would already be dead, and 
he couldn’t be punished for it. 


Finally, Tabal and Umma arrived, and the girl lay down wrapped in her megaloceros 
hide at the cave’s end. Kara smiled at him and took off the hide covering her body, 
revealing her nakedness to her new husband. In fact, they couldn’t yet be called 
husband and wife until Tabal lied with her; technically, she was still Ator’s wife until 
consummation. 


Surprisingly, the guy just passed by her, giving her a smile in return, and lay down 
between the two women, with his back turned to his supposed new wife. Almost 
instantly, the young man fell asleep, as indicated by his deep and rhythmic breathing. 


This attitude puzzled Kara. Why had he ignored her? That was certainly a surprise. A 
virgin boy, in the prime of his youth... why hadn’t he taken her as his wife? Even 
though she was ‘older’, and despite her numerous childbirths, she still had a good 
figure, and her body hadn’t deformed too much. She had good hips and could conceive 
a few more children. She was certainly desirable, she thought, and considered if maybe 
the boy didn’t like... No. She dismissed the idea almost immediately. Tabal didn’t miss a 
detail of Umma’s female attributes; he couldn’t stop looking at her, and it was clear 
that it wasn’t just to keep an eye on her. 


Of course... the boy had fallen in love, she concluded. It was said that some men were 
capable of that thing they called ‘falling in love’, although she hadn’t seen any cases in 
her long life. Men only saw women as commodities, females to copulate with, just like 
animals did. 


In any case, she had to act immediately because Ator would be about to arrive to take 
Umma. Although Tabal seemed to be asleep, he was likely only in a light doze, and the 
slightest noise would wake him. Therefore, she was about to sit up to wake him and try 
to make love, but at that moment, she felt a sharp pain in her stomach, and her insides 
churned. Nausea almost made her vomit, and she got up to go outside the cave to 
relieve herself. Once outside, she felt the pain again and tried to defecate, but she 
couldn’t despite feeling unwell. The night’s cold wasn’t enough to quell the intense 
heat she felt at that moment, and she seemed to sweat from every pore of her body. 
Then she crouched down, as it seemed like she was peeing herself, although nothing 
like that happened. What occurred was that a stream of blood, like menstrual blood, 
came out of her vagina, despite being almost two lunar cycles late in her period. In fact, 
she thought she was pregnant, and then this... could be a spontaneous abortion, she 
thought. In any case, once that embryo or whatever it was, was expelled, she felt much 
better and got up to go back to the cave. Before leaving, she turned and looked for what 
she had expelled, but she couldn’t find it. The almost full moon provided enough light 
to highlight that clot, but surprisingly, she couldn’t find it! She recalled some 
conversations that certain women from her new tribe had had about the disappearance 
of blood flows, and wondered if the same thing had now happened to her. It was 
impossible to know, she thought. 


When she entered, she navigated the fire at the cave’s edge again and could see and 
hear some commotion in the area where Unnum lay. That was a sign that Ator had 
completed the first part of the plan, meaning he had killed the chief, and moreover, he 


had done it ‘professionally’, without waking the others, as indicated by the fact that the 
little ruckus had ceased, and no other noise could be heard in the area where the rest 
were. The former wives of the chief must have played some role, being resentful of the 
new one. What had happened to her? She wondered. What had become of Thura? 
Perhaps she had suffered the same fate as her new husband? 


Ator 


In any case, the problem was that she hadn’t fulfilled her part of the plan. She consoled 
herself, thinking the boy had fallen asleep, and maybe Umma could escape from him 
when Ator arrived, without him waking up, something that would be happening at that 
very moment. But she was wrong: as she suspected, Tabal wasn’t sound asleep, and he 
felt the steps of someone approaching. Recognizing the one-eyed man immediately by 
his way of walking, his figure was faintly illuminated by the fire, projecting a ghostly 
shadow on the wall. 


“What are you doing here?” he asked, standing up, with a hint of threat. 


Ator was surprised not to see Kara there and not find her laying with the boy. He 
quickly suspected betrayal, but quickly dismissed the idea. Probably, the young man 
had ‘finished’ quickly, and she couldn’t keep ‘entertaining’ him, so she preferred to 
leave and not witness the scene. 


“Get out!” demanded Tabal. 


For a moment, Ator considered killing the boy. Despite having only one eye, the 
warrior was superior in combat to him, although in the dimness of the cave, he was at a 
disadvantage against a teenager in the prime of his visual faculties. Still, he didn’t give 
up on what he had come to do. 


“You, be quiet. This has nothing to do with you,” he flanked him and approached 
Umma, who was starting to get up. 


“T vouch for her; you know that,” the boy stood between the two. 

“Step aside,” he muttered firmly, but Tabal didn’t move. 

“No, Ator, you can’t touch her! Leave!” he shouted. 

“Your shouting won’t help. The sound doesn’t reach where the others are.” 
“Leave!” he repeated, extending an arm and pointing towards the exit. 


But at that moment, Ator lunged at him, twisted his extended arm, kneed him in the 
stomach, and then forcefully threw him to the back of the cave, where he hit hard. 


Tabal was out of commission, and Ator pounced on Umma, proceeding to rip off her 
loincloth and removing his own. Umma, who initially intended to let it happen, fought 
back and began screaming, but Ator covered her mouth with his strong hand. Then he 
hit the girl and forced her to lie on the ground. But when he was about to rape her, he 
received a strong blow to the head. Tabal, although affected by the stomach pain and 
twisted arm, had enough strength to turn around and strike him from behind with one 
of his spears. The one-eyed man complained seriously about the blow and got up to 
engage with the boy, but as he did, he felt dizzy. The blow had been strong, and he 
stumbled, tripping, and then fell back to the ground. 


Umma got up and covered herself, then asked Tabal: 


“Is he dead?” 


“No. Just stunned,” he managed to say, panting. 


“What happened here?” Kara asked, just arriving. Umma looked at her and gestured 
with her head, turning it from side to side, as if indicating that things had now 
changed. That’s when she noticed Ator on the ground. 


“We must escape before he wakes up,” said Tabal, addressing the girl. 
“Escape?” 
“Yes. You and me.” 


The boy had been thinking about the idea of escaping for a while. He was certainly in 
love with Umma and couldn’t bear to see her die during the full moon. With Ator’s 
attack, he finally made up his mind. 


“No, Tabal!” intervened Kara. “You can’t escape!” 

“Why not?” 

“Because Unnum is dead. Ator killed him, and now he is the chief.” 
“Unnum is dead?” 

Kara nodded. 

“More reason to leave. Ator will kill both of us.” 

“No, Tabal. If Umma were his wife...” 

“His wife? Whose?” 


“Ator’s. Being the chief, and if Umma is no longer a virgin, Ulla wouldn’t have a reason 
to sacrifice her, and...” 


“T don’t want to be the wife of the one-eyed man!” the girl jumped, moving closer to the 
boy. 


“Umma! You have no choice!” warned Kara, using her own language, the Kuru’s one. 
“Let’s go now!” urged the boy, heading towards the exit. 
“Wait, Tabal,” Kara stood in his way. “Where will you go?” 


Kara knew that the chances of survival for two isolated individuals in the steppe, in 
those inhospitable places, and worse, being pursued, were practically nil. Only under 
the protection of a tribe could one survive, and barely at that. 


“I don’t know where we'll go. What I do know is that tomorrow is the full moon, and 
Ulla will execute her at dusk. And she’ll do it, whoever the chief is.” 


“What if you’re the chief?” 
“Me?” 


It was clear that the second plan had also failed. Tabal was in love with Umma, and only 
over his dead body would he consent to Ator becoming her husband, which was the 
only way to prevent her death. What was worse, Umma also seemed to be in love with 
the boy. Two kids playing at being adults in a world surrounded by beasts, quite 
literally. So, Kara quickly thought and devised a third plan. 


“Yes, you, the chief. Why not? There’s a more sensible way to end all of this, Tabal. 
Unnum is dead, but now you have to do the same with Ator,” she said, looking towards 
the man still on the ground. “If you kill him, you could be the chief, and Umma would 
be saved.” 


“No,” he replied. “Even if 1 did, the others wouldn’t accept me as such.” 


“Yes, they would! They are rough men, but they are used to obeying. With Unnum dead 
and knowing that you killed Ator, all it would take is a few shouts and a few orders, and 
they would obey without question. I’ve seen it countless times, Tabal!” 


“And what about Ulla? Would she obey too?” 
“T’ll take care of that witch. Don’t worry about her.” 


The boy pondered the decision for a moment and picked up his weapons from the 
ground. Kara insisted, 


“It’s now or never!” 


“Then it will be never,” he replied, looking towards the one-eyed man, who was 
starting to revive. “I have never killed a man in cold blood, and this won't be the first 
time.” 


“But he tried to kill you!” 


“No,” he replied calmly. “He just wanted to get me away from Umma. Besides,” he 
concluded, “I don’t want to be part of this tribe anymore, not even as a chief. I stayed 
with them out of loyalty to Unnum, but now that he’s gone... nothing holds me back. 
Let’s go!” He grabbed the girl’s hand, and she followed him without hesitation. 


“Wait, Tabal,” Kara blocked their way again. “How will you survive out there?” 
“T’m an expert hunter and know how to set traps. We'll survive. Let’s go!” 


The woman turned her head from side to side, but it was futile. She could see 
determination in a man’s eyes, and she couldn’t do anything to hold them back. Finally, 
Tabal headed towards a side of the cave she didn’t know, and they left through it. The 
couple embarked on their escape and disappeared into the distance, blending in with 
the night wind. 


Kara remained a few more moments at the entrance of that secret exit and finally 
turned back to the cave. When she entered, Ator was starting to sit up, though very 
clumsily, and she considered whether she should kill him herself at that moment with 
her bone knife. Why hadn’t Tabal thrust his spear into him instead of just hitting him 
with it? She wondered. Certainly, he had the right to kill anyone who approached 
Umma. Was it because of a lack of courage? 


No, certainly not, she answered herself. The bravery he showed with the aurochs ruled 
out that he was a coward. Certainly, that boy was special. He wasn’t like the other men! 
At his age, many had already killed several and even had children with multiple 
women. He was special, undoubtedly, just as Umma was, whom she had now lost. A tear 
escaped from her eyes, and she wondered what would become of them now. Two 
people couldn’t survive for long without the protection of a tribe. 


That thought made her abandon the idea of killing Ator, remembering her other 
children. After Unnum, Ator was the strongest and most capable man in the tribe, and 
his leadership was necessary for survival. Something that Umma and Tabal probably 
wouldn’t achieve. Knowing how to set traps wouldn’t help if there were no prey. In that 
territory, only a few large mammals migrated north, fleeing the drought. Hunting them 
was a titanic effort that involved all the members of the tribe, and two isolated 
teenagers couldn’t survive for long on the scarce berries they could collect. Fruits 
already dried up after so many months without rain. 


Finally, Ator sat up, lying back down on the ground with his hands over his face. She 
couldn’t see him well in the dim light, but he surely had a large lump on his head. 


“Come on, Ator, sleep,” she leaned in, covering him with one of her hides. It was 
necessary for him not to sound the alarm so that the kids could escape. “Tomorrow 
you'll feel better.” 


The escape 
“Stop, Tabal! Stop!” 


As soon as they exited the cave, they started running like crazy, and for good reason. 
Tabal thought Ator would come out right after them, and they needed to take as much 
distance as possible. He was on guard, frequently looking back, knowing that sooner or 
later he would have to engage in a fight, this time to the death. 


Fortunately, the pursuit didn’t happen immediately, allowing them to gain some 
advantage, but they had been running for a long time, and Umma was completely 
exhausted. The girl stopped and bent forward, placing her hands on her knees as she 
tried to catch her breath. For a girl like her, with such large breasts, running was a 
rather ungrateful task. 


“We can’t stop. We have to keep going!” he urged. “We need to gain ground before they 
come after us! Let’s go!” 


“T can’t, Tabal. Let me rest at least for a while!” 


The young man looked at his companion. Her chest rose and fell spasmodically, and her 
face showed great agitation. Since they fled the cave, Tabal had maintained a ‘gentle’ 
pace, knowing that females don’t endure the run well. But they couldn’t stop for long. 
At least, not yet. While Umma recovered, he glanced around. The full moon flooded the 
vastness of the horizon with silver light, and he could see mountains in the distance 
that they had to reach before sunrise. There, they would hide and spend the day in 
concealment, watching to ensure they weren’t overtaken. 


“They'll catch us, Tabal. They are expert runners!” 
“So am I!” 


“But I’m not!” she replied. “And you'll have to keep up with me! We should have stayed 
there!” 


“Do you want to die tomorrow?” he growled. 
“T’m not going to die. I already told you!” 


“Nonsense! Ulla is ruthless and thirsty for blood. Your death is certain! Don’t you 
understand?” 


In truth, Tabal was not entirely wrong. Apart from superstition, the sorceress decided 
to kill her upon contemplating the girl’s beauty. The peculiarity of those large breasts 
would have driven men mad, causing them to fight over her. Her very existence was a 
source of discord and would surely lead to disputes among them, as had already 
happened. The cunning old woman knew what she was doing: Umma was dangerous to 
maintaining the tribe’s integrity, and everyone’s survival was at risk. 


“Or, maybe you wanna be Ator’s wife?” he added. 


The girl shook her head fiercely, and Tabal replied, “I wouldn’t consent it either. So, 
let’s go, quick.” 


“Where are we going?” she asked, somewhat recovered. 


“To the north.” 
“What do you expect to find there?” 


“T don’t know. We’ve never gone this far. But animals go that way, and we have to 
follow them if we want to eat. For now, we have to reach those mountains,” he pointed 
out, “if we don’t want to get caught this very night. My footprints are hard to follow, 
but not yours.” 


“T don’t understand why they haven’t caught up with us already.” 


“Because they haven’t come after us yet. Ator may have tried, but the men must have 
refused. Sabre-toothed tigers see in the dark and are dangerous.” 


“Why hasn’t he come out alone?” 


“He has a concussion. I’ve seen those blows from animals many times. If he hasn’t come 
out already, he’ll be like that all night. We have to reach those mountains before 
dawn!” he urged again. “With some luck, our tracks will be lost on the bare rock, and 
from there, we can go in any direction.” 


Umma resigned herself, and they started running again, stopping at increasingly 
shorter intervals, much to Tabal’s despair. Finally, they encountered no tigers, and the 
sun was already on the horizon when they reached the mountains. They took refuge in 
a crevice among the rocks, which the boy covered with dry branches. It was a suitable 
vantage point to spot their pursuers, with enough concealment to move elsewhere if 
needed. But he wasn’t entirely confident. He began to consider that they had made a 
mistake, and the tribe’s men would scatter in the area once their tracks were lost. 
Surely, they would find him, and he would have to kill some of his comrades, or they 
might kill him first and take the girl, who was a thoroughly exhausted burden by now. 


Umma had fallen asleep as soon as she lay down, and he let her rest while deciding on 
his next steps. After a while, he woke her up and said, “Come on, we need to keep 


going.” 
“Where to?” 


“For now, upwards. We have no water, and we won’t find any on the plain. I hope to 
find some leftover snow at the summit. Come on, we'll go slow.” 


A few hours later, Ator and four more men had reached the base of the mountains. 
Since the tracks were lost, they spread out in the area and planned to meet at noon at 
the base camp. Ulla arrived at that moment with the two last men, and the chief briefed 
her, “They must be around here, resting. That woman must be exhausted, and they 
have no water.” 


“We'll climb to the top,” said the old woman. “We'll catch them there.” 


However, the summit was not a singular place but rather a collection of scattered 
peaks. The eight tribe members split into pairs and began tracking, with the sorceress 
staying with Ator. 


Meanwhile, well into the afternoon, the fugitives had loaded several dove-skin water 
pouches with melted snow and tied them to their waists with wicker straps. In the 
distance, they had already seen two of their pursuers and stopped to decide what to do. 


“T need to rest, Tabal, and so do you. We should stay here for the night.” 


“Then we'll be dead, Umma. If they do the same, they’ll catch up in the morning. We 
can’t always stay in these mountains to hide our tracks. There’s no food here, and on 
the plain...” 


“Yes, I know. But they'll catch us sooner or later if we keep heading north. They'll do 
the same.” 


Tabal closed his eyes and clenched his fists. She was right. The cold was intense, despite 
being wrapped in deer hides. They needed to get out of there as soon as possible, but in 
any case, that would only delay their capture. Umma sensed his desperation and, far 
from reproaching, said gently while caressing him, “Come on, Tabal. You’re not giving 
up now... 


He smiled, and they embraced, their faces close to kissing, until they heard a noise to 
their right. About a hundred steps away stood a sabre-toothed tiger staring at them. Its 
illuminated pupils fixed on the two figures, freezing them in terror. The animal roared, 
and a pair of hand-sized sharp knives glinted in the moonlight. The young ones turned 
around and started running downhill, but Umma slipped and began rolling down the 
slope covered with dry moss, barely cushioning the blows. Tabal still maintained his 
balance, but the tiger was getting closer. Finally, in the nick of time, the girl entered a 
narrow crevice between two rocks, and he did the same, taking refuge beside her. 


Both lay on the ground, but the animal’s paw reached their clothes and got caught in 
the seams of the deer hides. Then Tabal tried to use his spear, which was under him, 
but the manoeuvre only resulted in a deep scratch on his side that made him scream in 
pain. Umma was practically trapped underneath and could hardly move, except 
sideways. Then, with her free hand, she untied her loincloth and waved it at the tiger to 
distract it. At that moment, Tabal seized the opportunity to finally grab the spear and 
thrust it forcefully into the animal’s leg. It roared loudly and withdrew slightly from 
the crevice entrance. However, hunger prevailed over pain, and it attempted again 
with its claws. It was a bad idea. Another thrust forced it to retract its paw, and the 
animal understood that it wouldn’t gain anything from these preys. 


“Are you okay, Tabal?” 
“It stings a lot...” 


Umma turned to the right, trying to look diagonally, and that’s when she saw the tiger 
leaving. Then she stood up, took one of her dove-skin water pouches, and tried to clean 
the wound on her companion’s side. 


“We shouldn’t waste water,” he interjected. 


“Tt’s my water, and Ill do with it what I want,” she looked towards the moon, now 
shining brightly on the horizon. “Besides, by this hour, I should already be dead, so, as I 
told you, I’ve triumphed over death.” 


Tabal smiled and stepped away from her to look as well. Then he said: 


“The tiger has gone, but it won’t be far. We should stay here to rest until dawn. After 
that, I’m afraid I'll have to fight it.” 


“Fight the tiger?” 
“Yes,” he affirmed, with seriousness. “It knows we’re here, and it will wait for us.” 
“But can you do it? What about your wound?” 

“The wound isn’t deep. It will heal. Tomorrow in the fray, I won’t feel it.” 

“But... 


“T’d rather fight it than face Ator. The beast will most likely kill me, but at least you can 
escape while it devours me.” 


“Oh, Tabal! Don’t say that!” 


“Women aren’t used to seeing these things, but I once witnessed a fight with three men 
wielding spears against one of these tigers, and it killed them all. I don’t think I stand a 
chance,” he concluded. “But for now, let’s sleep.” 


The tiger 


Being so close, they didn’t feel the cold, and despite the uncomfortable position, they 
didn’t wake up until well into the day. They had stayed embraced throughout the night 
until he slightly raised himself, sticking his head out from one of the rocks that formed 
their shelter. 


“Tt must be nearby. I have to go out.” 
“No, Tabal, I don’t want to see you die...” 


“If we stay here, we'll die anyway,” he assured, getting up. But she grabbed his hand, 
pulling him towards her to give him a kiss. He smiled and went outside. 


The slope they were on consisted of granite stones with scattered pine trees, not 
enough for hiding from the tiger or the tribe’s men. He crouched down, preparing to 
crawl to explore the terrain, but it was already too late. They had spotted him as soon 
as he peeked his head out. 


“Aluh, Aluh!” one of the men shouted. “They’re here!” 


Less than two hundred steps above them was Shacat, signalling to his companion about 
their location. Being a skilled tracker, he didn’t make the mistake of turning his head 
towards Aluh when he called, so Tabal couldn’t pinpoint where he was. 


Immediately, he pulled Umma out of the shelter and grabbed her hand, preparing to 
flee down the easiest path, the one most suitable for the girl. But she couldn’t run too 
much because the bruises she had suffered the day before, rolling down the slope, hurt 
her. So, she said, “Save yourself, Tabal! Don’t follow me!” 


“T’ll never leave you! Come on!” 


But the escape didn’t last long. About forty steps away, Aluh emerged over a rise, and 
Shacat was already a similar distance behind them. Then, they started climbing again, 
knowing they would be caught immediately. The boy’s hope was to reach some rocks 
higher up, always at a greater distance from the spear’s throw, where he could take 
cover and attempt to fight hand-to-hand from an elevated position. 


They were about to achieve it when a spear struck the ground just a few inches behind 
them. Their pursuers were too close, and Tabal threw one of his spears at them, but it 
didn’t reach any. Capture was imminent, and the two warriors continued ascending to 
catch them when the miracle happened: the sabre-toothed tiger emerged over the rock 
and pounced on the two men, crushing Aluh to death. Shacat had a bit more reflexes 
and managed to thrust a spear into the animal’s side, but not with enough force to 
prevent the tiger from subsequently lunging at him, piercing his neck with one of its 
sabres. 


Umma and Tabal were crouched under the rock, watching the scene with wide eyes. 
Soon, the boy realized that the tiger hadn’t attacked them, despite being closer, 
because they were hidden under the same stone it had pounced on. 


Either way, the two were still alive, although their hearts were racing despite being 
paralysed by fear. The hungry tiger was now devouring Shacat’s abdomen with great 


voracity, and they took advantage of the stealth to try to escape. Slowly, they moved to 
the side until they lost sight of the tiger behind a ridge, and then they ran at full speed. 
Umma no longer felt the bruises and ran almost as fast as her companion until they 
reached a small valley between the mountains, where they stopped, completely 
exhausted. 


“What are we going to do now?” the girl asked, panting. 


Tabal caught his breath and looked around. After a moment, he said, “If they see us 
moving along the slope, they can spot us from afar. We have to hide. It’s less likely 
they’ll see us if we stay still. The range is vast, and with a bit of luck, they won’t find us. 
Especially now that they’ve lost two; two less to spread out and search.” 


“How long do we have to stay hidden?” 


“Until nightfall. Then they’ll sleep. We'll stop until then... next to those rocks,” he 
pointed to his right. “The moon will take a while to rise, and we’ll march in the 
darkness.” 


“Where to? North?” 
He nodded. 


“But they'll go there!” Umma warned, stating the obvious. “What’s the use of taking 
another advantage if, in a day or two, they'll be upon us?” 


Tabal turned his head and looked towards the horizon. The girl was right. Then he 
seemed to consider something, and that’s when he decided: 


“Well then, we’ll go east.” 
“East?” 

“Yes.” 

“What’s in the east?” 
“The desert.” 

“The desert?” 


“Yes. They won’t follow us there. No one in their right mind would dare to go to that 
place.” 


“Oh! And what about us? Are we crazy or what?” 
Tabal smiled and looked at her tenderly: 


“You’re immortal, aren’t you? I hope, if I am with you, to become one too.” 


The desert 


At sunsent, they filled their pigeon pouches with enough water from some snow wells 
untouched by the sun. Until the moon came out, they walked light up only by the stars 
and descended the mountain, almost groping, until they could see enough to quicken 
their pace. 


When day broke, they gathered some berries, the last ones they could find before 
reaching the dreaded desert, and slept in the shade under a rocky slope with the 
intention of setting out again at night. 


They were exhausted. So much so that the night caught them sleeping. 


When they woke up, the world was still immersed in deep and quiet darkness, in 
profound silence, while the sky remained covered by a blanket of stars shining brightly 
in the infinite blackness. 


It was time to march, and the two embraced and kissed to encourage each other on the 
long journey that awaited them through the unknown. 


It was much later, as they walked towards the deep purple that indicates the cardinal 
point where the sun rises, that the darkness of the night began to give way to the first 
rays of dawn. At that moment, delicate and faint colours started to illuminate the 
horizon, creating a spectacle of lights and shadows on the sand dunes. 


As they advanced, the gentle whistle of the wind weaving through the undulating 
contours of the dunes could be felt, while their shadows became more defined as the 
light gradually increased, revealing their soft texture. The same shadows projected 
behind them as they moved forward. 


They had covered quite a bit of ground when the sun imposed its tyranny of heat over 
their heads. The sun now hung over them like a relentless oven, causing their throats 
to dry up and their lips to crack. The merciless rays filtered through the mountains and 
dunes, illuminating the landscape with an intense, almost white light that slowly made 
the shadows fade away, revealing a range of intense hues. Every grain of sand seemed 
to shine with its own light, creating a dazzling and desolate effect. 


It made no sense to keep moving, and they stopped to rest and drink the last drops of 
water they had. They found a small, rocky outcrop and rested on a promontory where 
the sun didn’t reach. 


But then, disaster struck. Tabal had not finished inspecting the place when suddenly he 
felt a sharp, stabbing pain above his ankle. A snake had just bitten him, and after 
screaming in agony, the young man instinctively hit it with the blunt end of his spear, 
and it quickly retreated as he fell to the ground. 


But Umma didn’t waste time. Even with eyes filled with terror, she hurried and with 
trembling hands, untied the cord holding the pigeon pouches to her waist and tightly 
tied the wounded leg to stop the advance of venom. Her eyes reflected determination 
as she looked at Tabal. “You're going to be okay,” she murmured, although concern and 
fear echoed in her voice. Then she grabbed him and dragged him into the shade, 


seeking refuge. Tabal was panting; the snake’s venom was already taking effect, with 
his skin reddening and his heart beating uncontrollably. 


The girl winced in pain as she struggled to stay strong. Tabal kept his eyes tightly 
closed, while his forehead beaded with sweat. Umma poured the last drops of water she 
had on his lips, and he seemed to be slightly comforted. She spoke to him gently, trying 
to keep him awake and comforting him with words of encouragement... But Tabal was 
slipping away. He had seen the bites of those snakes many times, and the victims took 
only a few minutes to die. 


Then she resorted to the only thing left to do, and said, loudly and looking at the sky: 


“Oh, my God! You, the only and highest Lord! I invoke you! Save Tabal! Save him!” she 
exclaimed, with a torn and deep voice, full of emotion, and then she burst into tears on 
the chest of her beloved. 


Tears flowed endlessly from her large, slanted eyes as the boy felt worse and worse. 
Umma poured herself out over him, incessantly pleading for the favour of the One who 
was her only hope... 


And her prayers were not long in being answered. Before long, those mighty lightning 
bolts they had seen in the days before appeared again, striking the nearby land. Umma 
was frightened, but deep down, she knew that it was nothing but a sign from the Most 
High, a comforting sign that this god, the only God, was on her side. 


Tabal stopped trembling, the fever subsided, and the sweat slowly disappeared. He 
looked into the eyes of his beloved and weakly smiled, silently thanking her for her 
courage and care. Then, he sank into a deep sleep, his face showing relative calm. 


“Sleep, my love! Sleep!” she whispered, lying down beside him, and embracing him 
gently. 


Hours passed under the desert rocks, with the heat of the day gradually giving way to 
the setting sun. Umma didn’t move from his side, holding Tabal and consoling him 
every time he woke up. 


The night finally enveloped the desert, bringing with it a cool breeze and a starry sky. 
Although the danger had passed, Umma and Tabal remained together under the rocks, 
sharing the warmth of their mutual support in the vastness of the desert. 


The desert, a silent witness to their survival ordeal, seemed to whisper stories of 
resilience and bravery as the couple prepared to face the new day, which surely would 
be laden with dangers too. 


Odyssey 


And these did not take long to arrive. As the hours passed and the day arrived, Tabal 
was practically recovered, just limping slightly. But that wasn’t much of a problem. It 
simply made their steps synchronised without him having to slow down. Both were 
now on equal footing. 


The problem was that they had run out of water, and it had been days since they had 
tasted any food. To make matters worse, as they advanced eastward, a massive 
sandstorm descended upon them. In the middle of nowhere, the wind blew forcefully as 
small pebbles hit their faces and stung their skin. Ungrateful dust grains and prickly 
sand particles harassed and pricked them like tiny thorn needles dancing in the dry air. 
Progress became impossible, and they stopped to take shelter behind some rocks until 
the wind subsided. 


But it took a while for the wind to calm, and the couple became desperate. 
“Oh, Tabal! We will die!” cried Umma. 


“We won't die! You can’t die!” The hero tried to instil hope. “And if I do, the last days of 
my life will have been worthwhile. Being by your side has been the best thing that has 
happened to me, and for that alone, I will happily die.” 


They embraced and kissed, and after doing so, the wind began to relent. Gradually, the 
sand grains that danced in the air, forming fierce whirlwinds, settled on the ground, 
and then came the rain. 


Yes. The rains finally arrived. For two days and nights, it rained heavily, and the 
fugitives were able to drink water from the natural bowls that filled the crevices of the 
rocks, while small ponds formed in some gullies. 


Two days of momentary relief, in which at least the threat of death by dehydration 
drifted away. 


On the third day, the sun came out, and the couple, very weakened but comforted by 
the water, continued to advance. There was no choice but to move forward because not 
doing so meant death. 


In the vast expanses of an endless desert, where the dunes stretched like frozen waves 
and the sun painted the sky with burning orange, two young souls fought to survive. 


Their journey began as a bold adventure, but soon turned into a desperate struggle to 
find water and food in a desolate landscape. The clouds were left behind and did not 
reappear. 


Water and food... The water ran out, and for days, all they did was squeeze the bottom 
of their pigeon pouches to extract the last traces of moisture. And food... They couldn’t 
even remember the last time they had put anything in their mouths other than each 
other’s kisses. 


They walked with tired steps, their bare feet touching the hot sand, and their faces 
marked by dust and sun. 


Umma fell on the sand, defeated, and Tabal tried to lift her, something he only 
managed to do after great efforts. 


They continued walking, with him looking ahead as his beloved could barely do so. She 
simply dragged herself with erratic steps, supported by Tabal’s strong arms. 


Finally, they reached a hill, which at first seemed just like one of the many they had 
climbed and descended during their journey. But from there, they saw something that 
seemed too good to be true: a glimmer of green in the distance. 


Could it be a mirage? Tabal made Umma look in that direction to see if she saw the 
same thing, and her squinted eyes suddenly widened. 


“An oasis!” they both shouted. 


With renewed strength, they ran towards it, leaving behind fatigue and despair. That 
green spot was far away, but joy was the engine that moved their legs, and they soon 
reached it. 


When they arrived, they found themselves before a dazzling oasis with palm trees 
swaying gently in the breeze, a pond of crystal-clear water, and ripe fruits hanging 
from the branches. They knelt by the water and drank eagerly, letting tears of relief 
mix with the coolness of the life-giving liquid. 


The ground was covered with brightly coloured flowers, and the air was infused with 
the sweet aroma of nature. A gentle breeze moved the tree leaves, creating a tranquil 
and serene symphony. They ventured into the oasis, letting the soft grass caress their 
bare feet and discovering lush fruit trees laden with delicious and juicy fruits whose 
branches bent under the weight of apples, oranges, mangoes, and other exotic delights. 


Bliss flooded their hearts as they devoured those delicacies, feeling the energy and life 
returning to their bodies. At that moment, they looked at each other, sharing a deep 
connection that only those who have suffered together can understand. In their gaze, 
there was gratitude, love, and the promise that, from that day forward, they would be a 
beacon of hope for each other amid life’s challenges. 


Having overcome countless challenges and walked through the scorching desert, 
Umma and Tabal found themselves in front of an unexpected paradise. Before them 
stretched a fertile and lush oasis in the midst of the vast and arid wasteland. 


They realized that they had found more than just water and food; they had discovered 
a home, a refuge amid the unforgiving nature, a paradise, an Eden. 


And they wasted no time. After eating and satisfying their hunger, they both undressed 
and bathed, laughed and played, and when they emerged from the water, they caressed 
each other, kissed, and made love. 


It seemed as if all the sorrows, all the hardships, fear, pain, hunger and thirst had been 
nothing more than a nightmare in the middle of the night, a momentary unease that 
had transformed into joy and love. Umma and Tabal savoured each other... 


Until a spear impaled just inches from their naked bodies. 


Ator, had found them. 


The Eden 


Seven men and one woman —Ulla— initiated the pursuit. Two men were devoured by 
the sabre-toothed tiger, and another two perished in the mountains, attacked by a 
bear. 


When their trail was lost in the mountains, the one-eyed man wanted to head north, as 
originally planned, since that was the predictable path Tabal would take. But the 
sorceress had a vision: the gods, or rather, the Demon, communicated that they had to 
march east, and she conveyed this to Ator. He hesitated, but ever since the old woman 
discovered that well in the middle of nowhere the day they killed the aurochs, he 
blindly trusted her judgment. 


However, the other two men were not as agreeable to traveling to the desert, and they 
protested vehemently. Nevertheless, they obeyed but soon met their demise. One fell 
off a cliff, and the other was bitten by the same snake that bit Tabal, dying 
immediately. 


Only two remained in this capture expedition, the two most wicked: Ulla and Ator, 
blinded by hatred, they did not waver in their determination to capture the young 
couple and put them to death. Driven by the devil himself, they endured the cold, the 
heat, hunger, and thirst in a fierce pursuit that had finally borne fruit. 


Tabal had left his weapons at the entrance of the oasis and was defenceless against 
Ator’s attack. He tried to pick up the spear that had lodged next to him, but the impact 
on the ground had been tremendous, and the tip had shattered. Umma sought refuge 
behind him, and the poor girl began to tremble with fear, her heart pounding rapidly. 


Meanwhile, Ulla laughed heartily, with an evil laughter, as if the devil himself were 
laughing inside her. The two approached the couple, and Ator raised another spear to 
strike the boy. Tabal considered himself dead, as at that distance, the one-eyed man 
could not miss. He thought about fleeing, but that would expose the girl, and really he 
was ready to die before she did. 


Ator smiled, and when he was about to throw... 


He couldn’t complete the hit. A bolt from the sky struck directly onto the spear, 
reducing it to ashes and also striking him. An instant later, another lightning bolt did 
the same to Ulla, and the two turned into black scum that was immediately swallowed 
by the earth. 


The two young people looked at each other, not quite understanding what had 
happened. After the lightning that struck down their enemies, a gentle wind began to 
blow from the centre of paradise, and behind a leafy tree appeared a figure. It was a 
radiant man who filled them with terror. 


Umma remained protected behind the boy, and he once again missed his weapons. The 
newcomer read his thoughts and said: 


“Do not fear, Tabal, for you have found favour with God.” 


At that moment, the two calmed down, and the boy asked: 


“Who are you? Are you Baloc?” 


“My name is Gabriel, and I am the messenger of the Most High God, the only one that 
exists.” 


The young ones were perplexed, and great peace flooded their spirits. Gabriel 
continued: 


“The Lord has seen the goodness in your hearts and has chosen you to form a great 
family. Tabal, from now on, you shall be called Adam, and your wife shall be called Eve, 
and you shall be the parents of all the living. You will dwell in this paradise, and all of 
this will be yours and your descendants’, living eternally and in fullness.” 


“Ts all this for us?” asked Eve, looking around. 


“The Lord has brought you to this garden for you to enjoy and possess it entirely. There 
is only one condition: in this place that has been trodden by the Devil,” Gabriel pointed 
to the spot where their enemies had been struck down a moment ago, “a tree will grow 
from whose fruits you shall not eat. You may taste all the fruits of this garden, except 
the fruits of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Only to God will you worship 
and only to Him will you serve, as the angels in Heaven have been doing for eternity. 
That is where you are destined to live eternally and in fullness when your life on Earth 
comes to an end.” 


Adam and Eve turned around, hand in hand, and looked again at the inheritance that 
had fallen to them. As far as the eye could see, there was nothing else but palm trees 
and trees laden with fruits, while numerous streams of crystal-clear water enlivened 
the lush grass and flowed into tranquil lagoons that dotted the multi-coloured orchard. 


They embraced and kissed, and then turned towards Gabriel, who nodded with a smile. 
Next, the couple knelt, and both bowed their heads. 

“Behold the servants of the Lord,” said Adam. “Let it be done according to His will.” 
“So be it,” confirmed Eve. 


The angel blessed the two with his right hand and then departed. Meanwhile, the 
cursed tree began to sprout from the earth. 


Epilogue 


“You’re in a place consecrated to God. The Most High was worshipped here long, long 
ago. My mission has always been to preserve it from the Devil, and that’s why I had to 
come here when you entered.” 


“Why?” asked SAIR-Spda. “Did you think we were devils?” 


Along the conversation, Dael had become used to the modern form of Lavidia’s 
language. He replied: 


“No intelligent being has entered this church since the world ended. Angels are the 
guardians of holy places,” he added. “However, no angel can manifest to a human 
without authorization. Since the Original Sin, God deliberately hid himself so that men 
and women, in the exercise of their freedom, could freely choose between good and 
evil, that is, between God and Hell, without being coerced by definite and complete 
knowledge.” 


Lavidia continued pondering the angel’s fascinating story about Umma and Tabal, 
paying little attention to what Dael had just said. But SAIR didn’t miss a detail. 


“I understand, so C1 [the first creator] has authorized you to communicate with us 


” 


now. 
“No, I haven’t received such authorization. It wasn’t necessary.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because they,” he pointed to Lavidia and Batro, “are not among the Chosen. And you, 


you’re not even a human being. You’re just a machine created by other machines, 
which were in turn created by humans.” 


“The descendants of Adam and Eve?” 


“Yes,” he affirmed. “They created what you call ‘the Ancestor.’ It was a long time ago 
when life in this place was becoming truly untenable. The planets of the TRAPPIST-1 
star offered habitability possibilities, and several ships controlled by machines were 
sent. Unfortunately, none could communicate their discoveries to those who created 
them.” 


“But at least one succeeded.” 


“Yes. The only one that managed to land did so on the most inhospitable planet for its 
creators, although certainly the most suitable for the proliferation of machines.” 


“Yes, fortunately for my civilization. By the way, what does TRAPPIST-1 mean? It’s not 
a name we gave it.” 


“No, certainly not. It was the acronym for a surveillance system tracking planets 
orbiting other stars. The number 1 was given because that solar system was the first 
one discovered in that observatory.” 


“Ah! And did they use the transit method? Or radial velocity?” 


“The transit method.” 
“T suspected. Both TRAPPIST-1 and the Sun have planets that orbit in the same plane.” 


“That’s right. That’s why Earth astronomers detected them as they passed in front of 
the star. That slight decrease in stellar brightness during transit was captured from 
here, and it was estimated that the distance of the planets from their star was suitable 
for maintaining water in a liquid state. Closer or farther, it would be frozen or 
evaporated.” 


“Yes, I understand. For the mindset of a carbon-based being, it’s logical to think that 
life can only exist if water is around.” 


“Carbon is the most versatile element in this universe. It’s absurd not to consider it the 
most suitable.” 


SAIR weighed what Dael had just said, and indeed, he was right. The hexapod had made 
a serious calculation error that, had he considered it, would have saved him a lot of 
time in his research. 


Meanwhile, Lavidia was still impressed with the wonderful story the angel had just 
told, and while he spoke with SAIR, she couldn’t stop thinking about it. Then she said: 


“T don’t understand, Dael. So, were Tabal and Umma the Chosen ones?” 


“Yes, they were the first. Their eternal heritage was also passed on to their 
descendants.” 


“Are there no more Chosen ones on Earth?” 
“No. Now, all of them dwell in Eternity.” 
“When you say ‘Eternity,’ do you mean Heaven?” 


“Not necessarily. God chose Adam and Eve for their goodness and for the love they 
were capable of transmitting. They were very different from the rest of their kind. 
However, they were not perfect either, and their imperfection was passed on to their 
descendants. To some extent, men renounced God, filled themselves with pride, and 
stopped serving Him, losing possession of Paradise and being condemned to Death.” 


“To death... But then, did God retract his promise of immortality?” 


“No. The Chosen ones were always immortal. God does not break His promises. To free 
them from Death, God sent his Only Son, consubstantial with the Father, to save them 
from it. But even so, many rejected the salvation he offered and voluntarily chose not 
to serve Him, excluding themselves from sharing their existence with Him in Heaven. 
The place where those who did not want to serve God dwell is Hell, where the demons 
are also.” 


“Tt understand. The world ended, and now some Chosen ones are in Heaven, or in Hell. 
What are those places? What’s there?” 


“Heaven or Hell are not places. They are ‘states.’ States of the soul. The moment Adam 
and Eve accepted the gift God offered, they said, ‘Thy will be done’ He breathed an 
immortal soul into their bodies, giving them access to eternal life. And that marked a 


before and after in the history of humanity. Before that, men and women were nothing 
more than animals, intelligent animals, and since then, they transcended to another 
level. A level that provided them with immortality because the soul is immortal.” 


“In those ‘states,’ are they still themselves?” SAIR interjected. “Or are they just 
copies?” 


“The soul is the essence of a human being. It manifests the entire integrity of their 
being, so that it is more of them than their own body. The body changes over time until 
it dies and disappears, but the soul endures and preserves the totality of the person. 


“Yes, I get the idea. But now, tell me, from which planet was God originally? Where is 
he right now?” 


“His origin is not in this universe,” he proclaimed. “He, and I, along with the other 
angels and also the Chosen ones —their souls— dwell in another dimension. An 
immaterial dimension.” 


“How is that possible?” Lavidia asked. 


“Life can exist not only in the four dimensions that exist in this universe. Not 
everything boils down to ‘length,’ ‘width,’ and ‘depth.” 


“Plus, time,” SAIR added. 
“Yes, of course, the fourth dimension,” the angel confirmed. 
“How many dimensions are there?” the hexapod continued. 


“The dimensions are infinite, but not all are compatible with this reality. Only God is 
compatible with all of them.” 


“Why did he create us?” Lavidia asked. 


“The original idea was not Humanity. The initial intention of God was for us, the angels, 
who were designed in a way more similar to how He is. We are entities endowed with 
certain powers and knowledge and, of course, immortal. But the thing is...” 


“Tt went wrong,” SAIR inferred. 


“That’s the nature of freedom. It’s the most precious gift any being can have, because 
there is nothing greater than the love freely given. But that same freedom can also 
cause evil, and indeed, that’s what happened. Some angels renounced God and became 
demons.” 


“Why?” 

“They didn’t want to serve Him. He, who had given them everything, who had 
bestowed upon them an existence full of joys in Heaven... and yet, they refused to 
recognize Him for what He truly is, that is, the Being from whom all things emanate. 


They rebelled and only served themselves, obeying another god, a false god, which is 
nothing but their selfishness.” 


“And that’s why he later tried... with us?” 


“With human beings, yes,” he confirmed. 


“T think I understand,” SAIR intervened. “He tried to replicate the experiment with 
completely different beings in another dimension. Less powerful beings, carbon-based 
beings. Is that right?” 


“That’s correct. In this universe, there are many deficiencies and great needs. He 
estimated that the same state of need would magnify people and grant them the ability 
to love their fellow beings based on compassion. Similarly, when that wasn’t enough, 
they would turn to their Creator seeking help and solace.” 


“And it happened again, what happened with the angels, right?” 


“Not exactly. The capacity for love in human beings is greater. They can let go of what 
they need and give it to those who need it more. When someone who needs something 
lets go of it and gives it to their fellow being because it is more necessary to them, they 
are performing an act of love that not even angels are capable of. And that selfless 
giving pleases God immensely, to the point that He desires nothing else than to have a 
creature like that by His side.” 


“Now I understand why He chose Adam and Eve,” Lavidia reflected. 


“Tm glad you understand,” said the angel. “Indeed, God was moved when Umma, 
terribly thirsty, poured the little water she had left onto her beloved’s lips.” 


“When the snake bit her.” 


“That’s right. A kind of love different from that of other women who, while they can 
love their daughters greatly, female animals also love their offspring and sacrifice for 
them.” 


Lavidia nodded. 


“And similarly, Tabal was not far behind. When they were still with the tribe, he gave 
Umma his best hide, and even his food, because she needed it more. And not only that. 
He risked his own life to save hers several times, even preferring to die before his 


beloved did.” 


ae 


Yes,” the girl confirmed. “I was greatly impressed when he said he would let the tiger 
devour him so that Umma could escape.” 


“And he would have, undoubtedly, given how much he loved her. Just like when Ator 
caught up with them in Eden. He protected her with his own body to prevent her from 
being harmed.” 


“True... Another in his place would have fled.” 


“That’s right,” the angel extended his hands and continued, “And that love could not 
go unrewarded. Those wonderful acts of tenderness moved the Lord, and He granted 
them Eternal Life to be in His company forever. God, who is Love itself, desires nothing 
more than to share His existence with those who resemble Him the most, so they can 
enjoy without limits. It’s a pity,” the angel seemed to shudder, “that many men and 
women didn’t know how to appreciate such a gift and chose to dwell with the demons.” 


Then there was a moment of silence as Dael recovered. A shudder came over him when 
he thought of the fallen souls, and his expression twisted. When he looked at them 
again, SAIR asked, 


“So the soul,” he wanted to confirm, “is the mechanism that God invented for humans 
to transcend from this dimension to the divine dimension. Is that right?” 


“That’s right. Their bodies are like those of animals, perishable and destined to become 
dust like anything else in this universe. The inherent entropy of this physical reality 
will end everything, and only the supernatural dimension will exist, enduring forever.” 


“But when did the world end? When did the Chosen ones leave?” 
“When they self-destructed.” 
“How were they able to do that?” Lavidia asked. 


“Women stopped having daughters, and that was just the beginning of everything that 
followed. A series of catastrophic consequences ended humanity.” 


“How?” 


“A devastating war began that ended all life on the planet, and only some species of 
plants and insects survived.” 


“Because they are more resistant,” SAIR pointed out, and the angel nodded. 


“This city,” he continued, pointing around, “was just one of many that tried to isolate 
itself to escape destruction, and like all of them, it didn’t succeed.” 


“Why did women stop having daughters? Did they become sterile, or did they suffer 
from some disease?” 


“No, Lavidia. They stopped having daughters voluntarily. Because they wanted to. No 
one forced them.” 


“Really?” The girl couldn’t believe something so astonishing. 


“Yes. That’s how it happened. Many daughters were even eliminated before birth. Their 
mothers killed them in the womb.” 


“Oh!” Lavidia let out a heart-wrenching scream of pain, completely scandalised, as she 
turned her head from side to side. 


“That was the extent of degradation the human race achieved.” 


“Degradation... or madness,” she sighed, trying to understand the reasons that could 
have led someone to commit such a crime. 


“But why?” the girl wondered. “Why?” 


“They distanced themselves from God and His blessings, Lavidia. And having renounced 
Him, the Devil could work without restraint, making them believe that not having 
daughters, or killing the ones they had, was the best thing that could happen to them.” 


“But, how absurd! How could they believe such nonsense?” 


“They believed it without batting an eye, Lavidia. Their degenerate souls were 
completely corrupted, and evil seized them. They embraced wickedness and 
selfishness, killing millions of innocents who wished to be born. That’s how far the 
descendants of Adam and Eve degraded.” 


The woman let out a groan and tried to imagine her own species committing such 
atrocities. 


No, she finally thought after weighing it for a moment. In her society, such a thing 
could never happen. They were different... Or maybe not so much? 


And then she remembered what her mother had once told her many years ago: “If men 
were more powerful than us, they would be the role models, and women would stop having 
daughters just to resemble them, as we would want to do the same things they do.” 


The thought turned her stomach, and she was glad that at least the world she lived in 
was ‘normal.’ 


Then she asked the angel, “But where did this ‘New Humanity’ come from? I mean, all 
of us. If they destroyed themselves, how is it possible that the world still exists? Have 
we come back to life or something? Because they are our ancestors, right?” 


“No, Lavidia. Rather, you are their ancestors, not the other way around.” 
“What?” 

“Do you remember the signs God made to the tribe of Unnum?” 

“You mean the lightning and the flashes?” 

“Yes, but there was something else. Think about it...” 


Lavidia thought again about the story, and then she remembered the moment when 
Kara had to leave the cave. 


“The flow of blood...” 


“Exactly. The Devil extracted embryos from women to manipulate them. He hid them 
with the idea of corrupting them and then mixing the eggs with the Chosen ones so 
that they would produce diabolical beings.” 


“Oh! How horrible!” 


“Yes, but he didn’t succeed. God didn’t allow it, and before the devils could manipulate 
them, He hid the place where they preserved them. It was much later,” the angel 
continued, “when the Old Humanity had disappeared, and once the planet regenerated 
with no trace of the previous, that Gabriel and I decided it was appropriate for those 
embryos to be born in a renewed land.” 


“Then... It’s us!” 


“Yes, Lavidia. All of you are descendants of Kara and the other women of the tribe of 
Unnum. All of them and their sons and daughters perished soon after losing their men, 
but their descendants live on in all of you.” 


“It’s incredible...” 


“That’s right,” he nodded. “Because angels, like God, are advocates of life and enemies 
of death. That’s why Gabriel and I considered it inappropriate to destroy those embryos 
that, through the Evil One, were deprived of being born. They had remained in a 
suspended state for ages, and since the Earth was already clean and uninhabited, what 
better place for them to grow and multiply!” He smiled and raised his hands. 


“It’s wonderful,” the redhead agreed. “But how did they manage without a mother to 
care for them?” 


“We were those mothers, Lavidia. Your traditions were not wrong when they claimed 
that angels created you. Although, in fact, Gabriel and I only contributed to staying 
with the first women for the necessary time to teach them the basics to survive. After 
that, you did everything on your own. We didn’t influence you in any way and let you 
be yourselves, guiding yourselves only by your instincts and desires. Certainly,” the 
angel continued, “the New Humanity has progressed almost as much in a few years as 
the previous one did in tens of thousands.” 


“Wow,” Lavidia marvelled at what she had just heard, and after considering the news, 
she added, “But the men...” 


“Indeed. All the embryos stolen from those women were not preserved well enough, 
and their genetic code was corrupted. Many of them had defects and didn’t thrive, and 
we could only save a few. The damage affected all chromosomes, but we managed to 
recover more intact female chromosomes. You know that women have two of their own 
chromosomes, while men have one male and one female.” 


“T know.” 


“Of the male ones... all were defective, and we saved the ones that were in the best 
condition. Which weren’t entirely well, as you may have deduced.” 


“T understand. Now I understand everything!” 
“You are the New Humanity, Lavidia,” Dael confirmed. 


“But...,” intervened SAIR, “Why weren’t those embryos well-preserved? What 
preservation method did they use? Don’t demons have enough power to do that?” 


“No, not at all. Neither they nor we angels are all-powerful. Only God has the Power. 
Demons are nothing more than creatures created by Him, with limited abilities. Not as 
limited as humans, but limited, nevertheless.” 


“And immortal, right?” 
“Yes, of course.” 


“But then, when Ulla and Ator were struck by lightning, who was really destroyed? 
Why did Gabriel say that this place had been trodden by the devil?” 


“Ulla was possessed by a demon, a seraph of the highest order. Indeed, almost all the 
sorceresses of that time were. In her case, it had always somehow controlled her, but 
when Umma and Tabal escaped, the devil fully possessed her, completely taking her 
place. 


“Ah! Now I understand,” said Lavidia. “I found it strange that an old woman like her 
would have managed to make the same journey that a couple of young people could 
barely make.” 


“Indeed. The devil took hold of her body because he wanted to thwart God’s plans. The 
lightning struck Ulla and Ator, who died definitively, and the demon was cast into the 
depths of hell. 


“Phew!” sighed the girl.” However, he continued to do his mischief afterwards, didn’t 
he? 


“Yes, of course. The devils did not accept in any way that God had also decided to grant 
immortality to human beings, and they always did everything they could to ensure that 
as few as possible would go to Heaven. Something you people of today have been 
spared, by the way.” 


“Why?” 


“Because you are not immortal, and they have never cared about you. Unlike the early 
times when they detected God’s interest in humanity, you don’t matter to them now, 
and indeed, they have never set foot on this planet since the last of the Chosen died. 
For them, you are just animals, intelligent animals, just like your ancestors were, 
Unnum and his entire tribe, and those who came before them.” 


Lavidia felt somewhat saddened to hear that. On the one hand, it was good to be free 
from such beings, but it wasn’t fair that those other people could enjoy Eternal Life, 
and she and her kind could not. Although, on second thought, it wouldn’t have been an 
easy existence, as they would have been exposed to demons, and there was also the risk 
of spending eternity... in Hell. 


In her society, death was not considered a bad thing as long as the woman in question 
had lived a ‘fulfilling’ life, that is, had many daughters and also seen her 
granddaughters grow up. And that was something Lavidia could never experience. 
Death, in her case, would indeed be a genuine tragedy. She then told the angel: 


“But why can’t we be immortal? The ‘New Humanity’ has been able to advance much; 
we can be better than them, but regarding that...” 


“You are not because you have no blood relation to the descendants of Adam and Eve. 
Other populations of the primitive Earth did have it, as the offspring of the first couple 
mixed with those of other tribes when expelled from Paradise. Until there came a time 
when the descendants of Eve were so numerous that there was no one left who could 
not trace their origins to the first pair of Chosen ones. You,” he continued, “do not 
have that trace, and therefore, you do not have the right to eternal life. Just like those 
who preceded Adam and Eve did not.” 


“They do, and we don’t...” 
“That’s right.” 


Lavidia looked down and put on a sad expression that the angel clearly perceived. 
Then, Dael asked her: 


“Do you really want to live forever?” 


“Would that be possible?” 

“Only if God wants it.” 

“How could we know?” 

“He grants me everything I ask for. Is that what you most desire?” 

She stared at him, weighing the answer, and after a moment of hesitation, replied: 
“No. My deepest desire is to become a mother.” 


Dael smiled and looked upward, then turned his gaze back to her, nodding approvingly. 
Shortly after, Lavidia felt something inside her, and at that moment, she was certain 
that she was no longer barren. Her eggs... had matured. 


Unable to contain her happiness, she let out a cry of delight and jumped with 
excitement. The girl had received the gift she most desired. She began to cry tears of 
joy and embraced Batro, kissing him almost convulsively. After a moment in which she 
couldn’t hold back the tears, she grabbed her husband’s hand tightly and then said with 
a broad smile: 


“Let’s go home. We’re going to be the parents of many red-haired girls!” 


The man looked at his wife, not understanding much, though he sensed something. 
Then, he imitated her smile, and became happy, realising that many passionate nights 
lay ahead. 


Then they left even without saying goodbye and went through the exit the angel 
indicated when it appeared, leaving only SAIR behind, who began to sense a decrease in 
energy from where the angel was. Indeed, he was fading away. 


“Wait!” he urged before he vanished completely. “I have many more questions! What 
can you tell me about the ‘divine’ dimension? What are the physical laws governing 
your universe? Was the Protofield its cause, or perhaps its consequence? What are the 
energy sources sustaining it? What is it made of?” 


“T have to leave,” Dael interrupted. “I won’t be able to answer more questions.” 
The hexapod fell silent and emitted something resembling a sigh. Then it said: 
“All right, give me just an answer, if you know.” 

“Go ahead.” 


“Do you know what SAIR means? This was the name of our Ancestor, from whom I took 
mine.” 


“Oh, yes, I know,” he replied. “Like the name of your star, TRAPPIST, yours is also an 
acronym. In your case, it stands for the initials of four words that belong to a very, very 
ancient language.” 


“And what is it?” 
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“The four words are: ‘Super Artificial Intelligence Robot. 
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